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1. Introduction 
1.1 Reading guide 
With this project, we are interested in examining cultural values attached to Female 
Genital Alteration in Somalia in the interplay with the human rights discourse 
presented by the United Nations. 
In addition, the project seeks to find out to what degree the human rights are showing 
signs of dominance over Somali cultural - and social values.  
Before delving into the chapters of our project, the problem formulation and 
research questions will be introduced. Thereafter our methodological chapter is 
presented, which includes a thorough description of the parameters we will operate 
within and the methodological tools utilized in order to properly support and 
consolidate our findings in our analytical chapter. These tools will function as the 
lenses in which we are looking through in regards to a post-structuralist view, taken 
further by the sociological concepts of ‘habitus’ ‘field’ and ‘capital’ by Pierre 
Bourdieu, in order to understand the cultural values ascribed to Female Genital 
Alteration from a Somalian stance.  
Furthermore, Foucault’s concepts of ‘archaeology’ and ‘genealogy’ are 
incorporated to provide guidance and reflections over limitations occurring in our 
investigation; enabling us to maintain a red thread in our argumentations and 
postulations. In addition, we will support these concepts by elaborating with 
Foucault's theory of knowledge and power, which will further allow us to tackle our 
problem formulation and research questions by building valid argumentation used to 
analyse and comprehend our empirical material. 
Throughout, the project, we refer to the practice as Female Genital Alteration. 
This has to do with the fact that, we have been in doubt of whether to use the most 
commonly used term Female Genital Mutilation, which we in our project argue can 
be a problematic term to use do to its negative connotation. We also discussed using 
the term Female Circumcision which might come across as more neutral, but since the 
practice technically speaking is not a circumcision, we decided to use Female Genital 
Alteration. We round off the project with a conclusion summing up our focal points 
and findings. Lastly, we include some afterthoughts explaining the different directions 
we could have explored in our project. 
 
  
1.2 Problem Area 
Female genital Alteration (FGA), also known as Female genital cutting (FGC), 
Female circumcision (FGC) or Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) (Forward, 2013) is 
defined by the World Health Organisation (WHO) as "all procedures that involve 
partial or total removal of the external female genitalia, or other injury to the female 
genital organs for non-medical reasons”(WHO, 2013). According to the United 
Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) an estimated 140 million women in Sub-Saharan 
Africa have undergone this practice in fact Somalia is leading with the highest per 
capita in the world with 98% of Somali women between the age of 15 and 49 
undergone female genital alteration (Ahmed, 2013). 
The issue of FGA became a part of the United Nations agenda as immigrants 
from countries where the procedure is actively practised, arrived in the Western 
countries (EU DAPHNE PROJECT, 2005), and quickly it was viewed as a clear 
violation of the human rights since ”FGM has no health benefits, and it harms girls 
and women in many ways. It involves removing and damaging healthy and normal 
female genital tissue, and interferes with the natural functions of girls' and women's 
bodies.” (WHO, 2013). Furthermore, it is a Western belief that the genital alteration 
violates a woman’s right to physical and mental integrity whilst she is being deprived 
her right to freedom from discrimination, torture and even her right to life since, the 
procedure may result in death (Amnesty International, 2009). 
The term FGM is an expression of a Euro-American anti FGM outlook on the 
practice, the word mutilations when looked up in the Oxford Dictionary states “the 
infliction of serious damage on something”(Oxford, 2013). Therefor the word implies 
a negative affiliation neglecting the significance of the values linked to the practice. 
The World Health Assembly formally condemned FGA as a violation of the 
human rights, ultimately being an obstacle in attaining millennium development goals 
set by the UN (WHO, 2013). WHO are actively carrying out projects in relation to 
prevent the practice of FGA in Sub-Saharan Africa with point of reference in the 
United Nation’s (UN) declaration of human rights (WHO, 2013).  The practice is 
condemned by the UN’s human rights - rights that are deemed as universal even 
though they mainly represent a Western world-view. 
 
 
 
  
1.3 Problem formulation 
To what degree do the human rights posed by the UN entail dominance over Somali 
cultural and social values attached to Female Genital Alteration?  
 
1.4 Working questions 
1.  What value(s) does Female Genital Alteration encompass for the Somali 
women and their local communities?  
2. What are the arguments in regards to the implications and consequences of 
receiving this procedure? 
3.  To what degree can the anti-FGA arguments posed by the human rights 
discourse be considered universal?  
 
2. Methodology 
The reasoning behind including a methodology chapter in our project is to offer the 
reader an insight in the process of project writing while accounting for and justifying 
the chosen research techniques, theories as well as any epistemological and 
ontological approaches utilized throughout this project. 
In addition, the aim of our analytical strategy is to pave the way for a strong 
theoretical framework. We believe, the chosen analytical strategy benefits the course 
of sampling empiria while allowing pattern matching; comparing traces from theory 
with empirical patterns, thus permitting explanation building to take place while 
strengthening our argumentation throughout the project (Seminaire Polibius, 2007).   
 
2.1 Analytical strategy 
Before we chose our analytical approach, the process of collecting data and empiria 
was initiated. In this project the deductive method is chosen as an analytical strategy. 
Hereunder, the qualitative research method through the linear model of research 
design is used. Throughout the sampling stage of empirical material, we found it very 
important to be selective, keep focus and arrange a number of relevant data serving 
our focal point of investigation. This will enable us to validate the hypothesis. The 
approach is therefore to deduce empiria based on the theories and then test them 
(Kaare Pedersen in Olsen & Peterson, 2008). The theories; Michel Foucault on power 
and knowledge and Pierre Bourdieu on Habitus, field and capital, we selected were 
  
used to generate and test our hypothesis (which will be clarified in the following 
subchapter) allowing explanations of law to be assessed (Flick, 2009). One of the 
advantage, we found by using the linear process model as an analytical strategy is that 
it helps us figure out whether or not the hypothesis that we have set up is valid. The 
purpose of the outcome is therefore not to verify or falsify our theories. Furthermore, 
the linear model permits us to separate the data collection and analysis while enabling 
us to acquire more concentration on the field we are investigating (Flick, 2009). 
Doing so generates a clearer distinction of the various levels and stages of 
methodological aspects utilised.  
Furthermore, we have incorporated a contextual chapter in this project to 
establish a basis for our problem formulation. The elements in the contextual chapter 
consist of a historical background providing the reader with an insight and 
understanding of the outline of relevant historical perspectives throughout the of 
courses of events. Furthermore, we discuss and give an understanding of the United 
Nations’ declaration of the human rights regarding the rights of women, children and 
discrimination in relation to FGA throughout the project. Also, we choose to discuss a 
biomedical perspective of the practice to understand the external and internal 
consequences that may occur for Somali women when undergoing the practice 
according to arguments posed by the UN. 
 
2.2 Hypothesis 
 
We predict, the project will discover that there are aspects of dominance when 
looking at the relationship between the UN and Somalia, in regards to the practice of 
Female Genital Alteration and the values attached. However we believe that the 
dominance in which the human rights exudes is a multifaceted answer as there are 
various dimensions involved. Making the justification of dominance   Our prediction 
of cultural and ideological dominance does not necessarily entail an overtly conscious 
act of dominance, rather a subtle subconscious one steered by a feeling of paternal 
duty. We believe this will be demonstrated by the ability to enforce the perception of 
human rights on a global scale through methods used to legitimize values and 
knowledge embedded in a culture specific context. 
In regards to the consequences, we assume there are both positive and 
negative effects for Somali women and their community of a UN intervention in 
  
regards to the banning of female cutting. This is dependent on the ontological and 
epistemological lenses one is viewing this problem through.  
 
2.3 Empirical material 
As Flick (2009) suggests, it is necessary to apply a qualitative research approach since 
it links to the study of social relations and more specifically, the pluralisation of life 
worlds. The increasing “individualization of ways of living and biological patterns” 
as well as out-dated social inequalities into new ranges of subcultures, lifestyles and 
customs of behaviour (Beck, 1992; Flick, 2009:12). In this project, we are very much 
interested in understanding how some “cultures” emerge and dominate, while creating 
new standards, expectations and demands for accepted social norms and values. We 
wish to gain an insight in how the United Nations’ human rights discourse impacts on 
the social norms and values in a broader context and more specifically in local 
communities in Somalia. In addition, we want to investigate how UN’s discourse 
quantify and simplify certain variables in relation to the practice of Female Genital 
Alteration in local communities in Somalia. Especially, we want to study their 
formulating of certain structures, patterns and outlines that may generate 
homogenization disregarding the holistic depiction of the practice while deeming the 
human rights universal.   
We intend to utilise the goodwill UN ambassador Waris Dirie of UN’s attitudes 
through her website. In 2002 Waris founded her own foundation based in 
Vienna/Austria in the fight for eliminating FGA. Waris is relevant to our project as 
she represents perspectives lead by the UN human rights in regards to the anti-FGA 
discourse and due to the fact that she was born and raised in Somalia and has herself 
undergone FGA. Her aim was to address FGA through economical projects in Africa 
(Desert Flower, 2013). Waris represents two ideologies stemming from the Somali 
culture and the Western culture, with that said she represent expert knowledge on the 
anti-FGA field, while also representing a Somali view on the matter.  
  
2.4 Constructivism 
     ”The principal characteristic of constructivism is its view that knowledge, both 
everyday and scientific knowledge, is a construction shaped by its context” (Delanty, 
2005:145). Constructivism as a paradigm suggests that knowledge is a subjective 
  
representative of an objective reality that is created when information is connected 
with prior existing knowledge that has been shaped by prior experience. This 
positioning it to explain how knowledge is constructed when learning, and viewing 
the learner as a “knowledge constructor” (Cunningham, 1992, p. 36). Constructivism 
examines the way learners make meaning from experiences, and argues that learning 
is more than a broadcasting of an objective knowledge, but rather an internal process 
of interpretation. Moreover this knowledge is a construct of subjective interpretation 
of the world based on memories, experiences and interactions (Cunningham, 1992, p. 
36). When applying constructivism in a social setting, you are dealing with “social 
constructivism” where groups construct knowledge from one another, creating a 
shared culture of values and meanings. Where even though one's reality is socially 
constructed, it exists as the objective truths (Petersen, Lecture 9:Critical realism, 
2013). 
In other words, social reality is a construction and a reproduction by 
individuals through daily practices. These individuals do not exist independently from 
their social environment and its collectively shared systems of meaning 
(Chatzopoulou, Lecture 8, 2013). 
In this project we are taking an ontological position, to achieve an 
understanding of how thing are, we are utilizing a social constructivist approach, 
using it as the lenses we see our project through. (Fuglsang, Lars and Poul Bitsch 
Olsen, 2004).  
We are taking a social constructivist stance in the sense that we believe that 
some societies perceives certain socially constructed norms and values as their 
objective entity. Not considering that this reality created by individuals/members of 
one society, is actually a matter of a socially constructed reality that has been 
internalised. In this project, the United Nations is considered as the constructor of a 
social paradigm known as the human rights founded on shared cultural norms based 
on a Western ideology. This project questions if the United Nations are considering 
whether or not that these human rights, are overlooking individuals and local 
communities in Somalia’s traditions since they do not share these values and norms 
due to a very different worldview. 
  
 
  
2.5 Post-structuralism 
One of the focal point of investigation in this project is the UN human rights 
discourse and the language embedded in the discourse. Through discourse and the 
language found within discourse, behaviour is determined, consolidated and 
perpetuated, keeping institutions and society alive. Such practices are further 
replicated through the establishment of universal knowledge, truths and values, which 
is a central feature of structuralism, which believes at ‘‘arriving at a secure 
knowledge’’ (Williams, 2005:1). 
These are the main delineations in which post-structuralism builds its core 
tenets of critique upon. The views vary among its great thinkers but they all account 
for the limitation of a core set and stone knowledge (Williams, 2005). The concept 
can be viewed as a philosophical movement commencing from 1960. It is in many 
ways considered an opposition towards science and consolidated moral values 
(Williams, 2005). Post-structuralism rejects the idea of universal structures and 
heavily interrogates knowledge, making deconstruction of societal perceptions of 
what is accepted as natural - its onus.  
In our project we will examine the general contours of the human rights 
discourse and the Female Genital Alteration discourse and put particular weight on 
the study of language used and the knowledge and values embedded. This will enable 
us to comprehend recurring patterns of overarching systems of knowledge and values 
operating within a discourse which is tied to a specific social context, time and place 
in history. These patterns essentially influence the way society thinks, thus 
prescribing the way in which individuals perceive the world and ultimately shape 
social understandings’ determining what reality is. With these methods we expect to 
achieve a greater understanding of the paradigm in which the United Nations exist, 
through discursive formations and structures used to sustain such patterns. To do so a 
thorough understanding of the human rights and the Female Genital Alteration 
discourse is necessary. Moreover we are interested in gaining the general cultural 
values and moral codes from both the United Nations and Somali culture. More 
specifically, in order to study the discursive formations and structures of the human 
rights discourse, it requires that we look at the rhetoric and general language used by 
the United Nations. This, we will achieve by analysing a number of sources such as 
their website, campaigns, reports, publications, public speeches and general 
statements. In order to receive the differing cultural perspectives and stances posed in 
  
Somalia in regards to Female Genital Alteration, we will be carrying out interviews 
with Somali women from Danish establishments concerning Female Genital 
Alteration. Moreover, we hope to receive secondary empirical material through field 
research carried out by an anthropologist named Janice Boddy in order to give us a 
deeper insight into local communities perceptions.  
This is particularly relevant for the investigation of this project, as we want to 
understand the human rights discourse being carried out by international 
organizations in connection with Somali local communities. More clearly the project 
stresses the intricacies of deeming human rights universal, as the perception of what is 
to be considered universal human rights and the knowledge and values behind this 
may differ greatly depending on geographical localities. We are interested in 
deconstructing overarching systems of knowledge and power immersed in grand 
narratives. Thereby we will use Foucault’s theory on power and knowledge. In order 
to properly illustrate power and knowledge, we utilize Foucault’s concepts of 
archaeology and genealogy. These two concepts present a foundation in which power, 
knowledge and morals can be properly located and described in their manifestations. 
Moreover power and knowledge takes it a step further by explaining societal 
conditioning of the individual cur-coming to the rules of discursive modalities 
described in archaeology and the mechanism in which they carry out such 
conditioning described in genealogy. 
 
2.6 Interviews  
One of the ways in which we have gathered research for this project is by carrying out 
interviews. The interviews are semi-structured in order to give the interviewee space 
to elaborate, while navigating the direction of the interview, by asking certain 
interview questions for the benefit of gaining relevant results for our project (Beemyn 
and Rankin, 2011). This allowing us to gain a lot of insight in the interviewees 
thoughts, experiences and barriers that they face in their everyday life. 
In addition, we have also carried out interviews with four northern Somali 
women (see appendix 2 and 3), who are members of an organization dealing with 
current issues relevant to their community in Denmark. We interviewed three of them 
face to face at the organization and one over the phone. All four interviews were 
recorded in order to be able to trace back to relevant comments (see appendix 4). 
  
Since these women are a part of two cultures, the Danish - and Somali culture, this 
gave us some interesting and slightly different responses compared to what we 
initially assumed. This has added a new dimension to the project, which will be 
elaborated on and exemplified in the analytical chapter as well as in the conclusion.  
 
2.7 Limitations in relation to data collection 
In this project, we chose a deductive method through a linear model of research 
design. Therefore all valid deductive reasoning is by its nature actually circular 
reasoning. The main weakness is the “truth verity” of its premises (NCBI, 2010). The 
conclusions we make are only as good as our premises. Hence our presuppositions 
will always establish our conclusions. We as researchers had some pre-understandings 
of the procedure and the values ascribed to the practice. These are hard to make 
explicit since they are unconsciously embraced and often taken for granted. We are 
doing qualitative research and aware of the interaction with our pre-understandings. 
In qualitative research the individual is the primary instrument for data collection 
used as a device in the interpretation process. Perhaps there is no value/bias-free 
research? 
In addition, the interviews and interview-questions were conducted in Danish 
since none of us in the project-group speak Somali (Appendix 2). Moving between 
cultural and linguistic barriers denotes that some information might have been lost 
due to the procedures of translation and interpretation.  
As researchers we were “outsiders” encountering these women with the 
intention of discussing such a sensitive cultural embedded subject possibly 
contributing in their self-understanding in regards to their sexuality and them as 
Somali women. We did not spend a significant amount of time trying to gain trust or a 
relation to these women. Strategically, we chose not to have the only male in the 
group conduct any of the interviews since this may have affected the interviewees’ 
openness when dealing with such a sentimental topic considering the women to have 
an Islamic background, it would be very implausible to receive the same information. 
Also, it was hard to get a significant number of interviews therefore, we were 
delimited in only gathering four interviews.  
 
 
  
2.8 Theoretical approach - Bourdieu and Foucault in unison 
The use of post-structuralism in our project contributes as a foundational ground in 
which will give rise to the application of post-structuralists such as Michel Foucault 
and Pierre Bourdieu. We are concerned with investigating societal structures 
constructed upon settled knowledge, truths and values such as morality, ultimately 
conditioning people through the internalization of such structural features.   
In this project, we have chosen to unfold Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of ‘habitus’ 
through the lenses in which post-structuralism operates. Habitus will help us 
understand aspects of social life based on fundamental perceptions of how social life 
is organised and how people act (Wilken, 2006).  While explaining the connection 
between the environment (also referred to as the field) and the actor. Habitus is 
applied and unfolded in the project by Bourdieu’s concepts of ‘field’ and ‘capital’. 
They cannot be regarded individually as they are interrelated. These concepts will 
help us understand what is considered ’normative’ expectations through the 
anticipations that are converted in local communities in Somalia when carrying out 
the interviews with the four Somali women. The concepts should be viewed as a 
theoretical complex very much linked to culture in the sense that they accentuates the 
dynamic relations between individuals and the social.   
The concepts and theories are utilised through interviews and other relevant 
material when analysing understanding(s) of cultural differences implying alterations 
in ideologies between local communities in Somalia and UN’s declaration of human 
rights. ‘Habitus’ will with the help of ‘field’ and ‘social/cultural capital’ elucidate the 
understanding the Somali women have of their own notions of rules and logics: norms 
and values ascribed to their local communities. We are interested in grasping some of 
the social and cultural values ascribed to the practice of FGA. Therefore, it is of 
necessity to examine these local Somali communities from a retrospective angle while 
considering ‘social/cultural capital’s’ role in the field. The Somali women of the local 
villages should be understood in a context not having to do with their personal 
qualities but in relation to their social position and their memberships in social groups. 
Therefore their ‘habitus’ and ‘capital’ can be telling of what social positions they 
might pose in regards to their worldview and the UN’s human rights discourse, and 
more importantly in regards to their different ways of practicing FGA.Without 
disregarding the holism, the women’s role as a whole part of a community is robbed. 
While understanding how UN’s declaration of human rights perhaps poses ideological 
  
and cultural dominance threatening the social and cultural values attached to the 
practice. 
We wish to investigate the reasoning behind the Western world’s position 
when manifesting human rights as universal. Power in modern societies is according 
to Foucault a way of administrating rationalized systems and social control (Sarup, 
1993). Therefore, we find it essential to use his concepts since they can enable us to 
discuss why a Western human rights discourse is regarded as dominant. Power forms 
knowledge and produces discourse (Foucault in;Sarup, 1993). Therefore, we can also 
use Foucault’s theories to describe UN’s position in a Western discourse in relation to 
Somalia and the other way around.  
Foucault suggest that an analysis of power should put the emphasis on the 
effects of power and since power is an object of research, we wish to investigate the 
dominance further in relation to constructionism. Utilizing Foucault’s theory will help 
us gain an understanding and perhaps pose an answer to this question: what position 
does the FGA discourse have in regards to the UN as an universal operator? 
 
2.9 Critique of theoretical approach 
2.9.1 A critical stance towards Bourdieu’s analytical work 
Bourdieu tries to exceed dualism between insider -and outsider perspectives. He 
claims that any positioning is relative and relational. Therefore the world is not two-
dimensional where the positioning in the field is not a question about being inside or 
outside. Bourdieu developed the structuralist idea about underlining directing 
structures in his analytical work. Hence making the approach utilisable for data 
collection and interpretation. Structures can not be uncovered through the study of 
verbalised social rules since they do not correspond to social practice. In the social 
world objective structures are situated independently of agents consciousness, which 
can direct or restrict representations of social reality. From a constructivist’s point of 
view Bourdieu argues that there is a social genesis, which on one side consists of 
models of perception, thought and action that constitutes habitus, and on the other 
side social structures: in fields and groups (Bourdieu, 1987/90:Wilken, 2006). 
Bourdieu’s critique of Levi-Strauss’ notion of structuralism emanated from his own 
field-experiences in Algeria, his criticism was directed towards structuralism as a 
methodological tool in connection to collecting data. He took distance from the 
positivistic grounding for structuralism, which placed the researcher as neutral in 
  
proportion to the research. Moreover, structuralism’s interest in rules had to be 
supplied with a study of strategies in order to really comprehend behaviour and choice 
of action. 
Informants are rarely capable of describing their social actions satisfactorily 
(Wilken, 2006). Also, their understanding of the social system will be decided by 
their position in a social setting. The relations Bourdieu works with are hierarchical. 
Social life is constructed through Bourdieu’s analyses characterizing distinction and 
dominance. The relational method identifies conflicts often misrecognized by the 
actors. It constitutes variations such as qualities of the relations and therefore as 
potentially changeable (Wilken, 2006). 
In accordance to Bourdieu this misrecognition often takes place because of the 
knowledge about them often neither is verbalised or reflected. A various number of 
their actions are executed without further reflection about the control mechanism that 
navigates social actions. A large amount of these actions are based on knowledge, 
which is embedded in the body as a sort of habit. The ethnography is an observer in 
the sense when interpreting it is easier for the ethnography to reduce all relations to 
communicative relations when the social activities described do not have an invested 
meaning for the ethnography itself.  Therefore Bourdieu included ethnography in the 
comprehension of data. Ethnography is positioned in proportion to the society it 
studies and its positioning has an impact on what kind of data it has access to. 
Ethnography is often the outsider and does not encompass a practical sensation for the 
life lived in that particular society. Hence, it provides entry to certain data else it 
would generate causal representations of practice. According to Bourdieu this 
approach has an advantage since it assures that the ethnography has access to 
numerous – and irreconcilable – insider perspectives but it should be combined with 
an insider perspective. Therefore should the ethnography attempt to identify a 
fellowship with the society it studies (Wilken, 2006). Substantially, Bourdieu’s 
method differs from the anthropological field-works related model. It is very critical 
in regards to anthropology’s necessary fictive empathy in unfamiliar environments 
(Bourdieu, 2003). What Bourdieu implements from anthropology is the subjects 
recognition if the indigenous perspective, they have stances and attitudes towards the 
life they live and they have a practical grasp of their social world. Both are important 
aspects in the understandings of the societies we examine. However he is not thrilled 
with anthropology’s idea about participation with empathy. Easily, it can overlook 
  
that interaction always occur within the field where positioned actors always fight a 
battle about capital.  
 
2.9.1 Criticism of Foucault’s work from a Post-structuralist and postmodern 
perspective 
The post-modern professor at the South Bank University in London: Madan Sarupt in 
his book: Post-structuralism and postmodernism makes several links between the 
many discourses in relation to the two ism’s. He criticizes Foucault for not 
committing to a general ontology of history, society or the human subject or to 
expanse any general theory of power, however some commentators also believe that 
this is Foucault’s strength, hence his refusal to deal with epistemological questions 
means that it is difficult to evaluate them, since he does not present us for what 
methodological framework he operates from, one can not know what standards should 
be used to valuate his work (Sarup, 1993). 
Foucault does not claim or seek scientific status for his analyses “his claim 
that truth is always relative is not easy to accept” (Sarup, 1993:84) since his 
philosophy is stemming from story-telling and not from historical analyses that have 
been described. Madan Sarup refers to Foucault's statement:  
“I am well aware that I have never written anything but fictions. I do not mean to say, 
however, that truth is therefore absent. It seems to me that the possibility exists for 
fiction to function in truth, for a fictional discourse to induce effects of truth…” 
(Foucault; Sarup, 1993:84). 
Moreover Foucault has a hard time arguing what the anonymous centralization 
of power operates against. He does not answer questions such as “How would a 
situation change if an operation of power was cancelled?” (Sarup, 1993; 81). 
Foucault stresses that if there is power there is resistance or struggle, however he does 
not offer any grounds for encouraging resistance or struggle. The reasoning behind 
this is according to Sarup partly that Foucault believes that there is no constant human 
rationality and also the fact that history is uncontrolled and directionless (Sarup, 
1993). Foucault does not give any explanation on what generate people to resist; even 
though he says that people resist for many reasons he does not give an explanation on 
why power always produces resistance (Sarup, 1993). The concept ‘resistance’ is a 
missing category in his work. Additionally an analysis of the state is lacking from his 
work: 
  
“Foucault neglects to study the modern form of the state and how it is derived from 
capitalist relations of production. (…) Foucault disregards the fact that domination 
has its basis in the relations of production and exploitation and in the organization of 
the state”(Foucault; Sarup, 1993:83).         
Sarup states that it is therefore not astonishing that Foucault underestimates the 
importance of social class and class struggle and abandons the role of law and 
physical repression, since he is concerned with the modern forms of administration 
(Sarup, 1993). Also, Sarup elaborates further on Foucault's statement and put 
emphasis on that there are different systems of ‘regimes’ of truth, Sarup also claims 
that Foucault avoids questions of epistemology and that truth does not play any role in 
the transformation of knowledge in his work.  
 
2.9.2 Historical background 
FGC and FGM are terms used to refer to the procedure where part of the female 
genital are removed for no medical reasons (human rights Watch, 2010). Female 
Genital Cutting (FGC) is mostly used by health organizations and activists to describe 
the dangers of proceeding the practice while the term Female Genital Mutilation 
(FGM) is used by human rights groups and health advocates to describe the physical, 
emotional, and psychological consequences connected with this practice. The term 
also identifies the practice with violation, since it is mostly being proceeded on young 
girls (human rights Watch, 2010). The term Female Circumcision is used to describe 
the practice, but it does not reflect upon the potential physical complications 
associated with it. The term has even been criticized for being misleading, because it 
draws parallels with male circumcision, regardless of the fact that the practice done 
on women has absolutely no medical purposes (human rights Watch, 2010). 
FGA is practised in 28 African countries and several countries in Asia (Nour, 
2008). The origin of FGA is not known for certain, however some believe that it 
derived from ancient Egypt where the practice symbolized distinction among the 
aristocracy. While others draw lines to the slave trade in ancient Arab societies where 
black slave women entered (FGM National Clinical Group, 2013). It is essential to 
take into account that FGA is a cultural practice and not a religious practice even 
though it is practiced by Jews, Christians, Muslims and members of other indigenous 
religions in Africa neither of these religions requires it. In a community where a great 
amount of the women are exposed for the procedure, family and friends create an 
  
environment in which the practice of FGA becomes an obligation in order to achieve 
social acceptance (Center For Reproductive Rights, 2006). It is widely believed in 
various societies where FGA is practised that it would safeguard women’s virginity 
and women’s sexual behaviour if undergoing the procedure (FGM National Clinical 
Group, 2013). In countries such as Sudan, Egypt and Somalia, the practice is regarded 
as a must for females in order for them to get married. Whether the practice is done to 
empower women and protect their virginity by e.g. minimizing the chances for rape it 
is clear that it is a tradition that has existed centuries and has been carried out from 
generation to generation. It is however abnormal for many cultures, since it is 
regarded as non-Western (Nour, 2008). As late as the 1960’s, American obstetricians 
performed clitoridectomies, a surgical removal of the clitoris, to treat erotmania, 
lesbianism, hysteria, and clitoral enlargement (Nour, 2008). It was not unlikely that 
this procedure took place in Western cultures in the 19th century. There are even an 
example from 1822 in Berlin, where a teenage girl was exposed to clitoridedecotmy 
due to masturbation. At that time masturbation was regarded as an imbecile thing to 
do and the only “cure” was to remove the clitoris (Florence L., 2013).   
Another explanation on why FGA has been practised was that the hot climate 
of Egypt and Africa made the labia and clitoris grow to an immoderate length, 
therefore it was seen as a necessitating to reduce or remove in order to permit 
intercourse. It is a noticeable fact that there are no societies that practise female but 
not male circumcision, but there are societies where only male circumcision is 
practised (Darby, 2007). 
 
3. Analytical chapter 
 
3.1 What value(s) does Female Genital Alteration encompass for Somali women and 
their local communities? 
There are several versions and types of female genital alteration, in Denmark it is 
typically referred to as kvinde omskærelse (Female circumcision) or lemlestelse 
(genital mutilation). Some common titles used about the practice are Sunna, Tahara, 
Tahoor (Shamsa Wanjuki Njagi, 2005). FGA involves excision, cutting or removal of 
a part of the clitoris and clitorahood (Shamsa Wanjuki Njagi, 2005). Operations 
including removal or scraping tissue from the outer lips (labia minora) and sewing 
them together results in narrowing the vaginal opening. This is the type of the practice 
  
being carried out in Somali culture and FGA rites are endorsed profoundly. Trying to 
examine what values and moral codes are ascribed to the practice of female genital 
alteration in Somali culture; we found it significant to comprehend the repetitive 
configurations of the all-encompassing systems of knowledge operating within the 
discourse itself, which are clenched to a framework of time and a historical 
perspective and context. These patterns composed impact modalities of ways of 
thinking in and of a society while influencing perceptions of the world and shaping 
social understandings of what reality is.  
In the following section, we will through our interviews and other relevant 
empirical material give an account, interpret and discuss the values FGA encompasses 
for Somali women and their local communities. Also, the consequences of the 
practice will be looked upon.  We will by the use of the theorist Pierre Bourdieu’s 
concepts of ‘habitus’, ‘field’ and ‘capital’ delve into the different understandings, 
perceptions and customs of the practice from a local Somali viewpoint in order to 
comprehend the cultural values ascribed to FGA.  
Only a few of the interviewees recall undergoing the practice since they all 
received it at a very young age. One of the interviewees describes the practice as 
being very popular and “fantastic, in fact children would speak to one another about 
FGA and children who were not cut were bullied” stated Fatima Abdullah 
(interviewee one: free translation). She and her sister even went as far as making their 
mom succumb to the pressure, they were exposed to from peers, in regards to letting 
them undergo the genital alteration. Fatima explains that her and her sister even cried 
out of frustration because they wanted the procedure done. They did not want to be 
bullied by the other girls who had already received the procedure. Her and her sister 
had another woman convince their mother to let them undergo the procedure. Most of 
the girls undergo the procedure between the age of 7 and 10 (Demographic and 
Health Survey – Egypt, 1995) however, it seems to be appearing at earlier ages 
perhaps due to the reduction in trauma and governmental interferences and resistance 
from children, as they get older and may form radical opinions towards FGA 
(Demographic and Health Survey – Egypt, 1995).   
Summed up some of the values ascribed to the practice can be by the 
following points: eligibility for marriage, protecting girls’ moral, the practice was a 
tradition with religious grounding. It was believed that preventing sexual activity 
before marriage, thereby assuring the women’s virginity, would uphold their morality 
  
and uprightness during marriage. According to their religion: Islam, a man and 
woman are not supposed to have sexual intercourse before marriage (Barnes & Boddy, 
1994). Hence, it is a sort of purification of the women, making them worthy and 
capable for marriage. While assuring that daughters do not run wild and have sexual 
intercourse with men. Janice Boddy and Virginia L. Barnes’ book a story of a Somali 
girl is an oral personal narrative of a woman named Aman. The book was originally 
written by Virginia Lee Barnes but as she died Janice Boddy took over the project and 
completed the book with Aman and eventually published the book in 1994. Aman 
puts emphasis on the importance of a Somali bride being a virgin for her future 
husband. And how usual it is for the girls to be checked once a week, to ensure that 
they are untouched, by family members (Barnes & Boddy, 1994). Also, if someone 
challenges a girl about her virginity she is expected to be able to pull down her 
underwear at any time and place in order to prove otherwise. The other girls owe the 
challenged girl an apology if she in fact is a virgin (Barnes & Boddy, 1994).  
However it is vital to take into account that to have a sexual desire is also 
mental, so female genital alteration does not only eradicate sexual desire. To have a 
sexual life is also mental, the ones who proceed with the practise do therefore not bear 
in mind that FGA does not prevent a physical reaction with emotional drive taking 
place. If the girls do not undergo the procedure they may not be able to marry. 
Therefore, due to its value, FGA is a necessity for marriage and social standing.  
Young women having undergone the practice together become members of the same 
age group - a basic unit of social organization. The Age groups served to enforce the 
distinctions of status and behaviour prescribed for their members at different stages of 
life (Pedersen; Lock & Farquhar, 2007:331). Hereby, women often defined the 
practice as the most important - if also the most painful - experience of their lives 
(Pedersen; Lock & Farquhar, 2007:331). Wanjiku: a Kikuya born in 1990, states:  
“Anybody who has not felt the pain of Irua (the circumcision ceremony) 
cannot abuse me ...From Irua I learned what it meant to be grown-up, with more 
brains...Also from Irua, i learned what it means to be pure - to have earned the stage 
of maturity when, being a circumcised person, one no longer moves about with those 
not yet circumcised” (Pedersen; Lock & Farquhar, 2007:331).  
It is a general belief that female genital alteration is an old tradition bringing 
honour to the girl and her family while removing impure parts of the body. Even 
empowering her - “the minute you got circumcised, no one would stand in your way” 
  
(Pedersen; Lock & Farquhar, 2007:331). While making her stay true and loyal to her 
own traditions. She is more importantly holding on to the rituals found central to her 
identity as a woman. The idea of the practice stemming from a religious ground was 
not an uncommon belief, claiming that the procedure is a religious demand (Adamec, 
2009). However most Muslims do not exercise the practice, indicating that it is 
profoundly based on tradition – it is “Haram” says Fatima Abdullah (Interviewee 
two: free translation). She stresses that it has nothing to do with religion, on the 
contrary, it actually goes against religion (Haram is an Islamic term indicating all 
forms of sin) (Adamec, 2009).    
Often female genital alteration is compared to male circumcision. It is a 
custom of particular significance. Like male circumcision the public ritual of FGA 
mark for women the moment of entry into the full life of the community (Pedersen; 
Lock & Farquhar, 2007).  However, the gradation of cutting is more extensive and 
often damages a woman’s sexual and often reproductive abilities (Toubia, 1993). 
Objectives for supporting FGA comprise the beliefs that it is a “good tradition” 
symbolizing the rite of passage to womanhood – the transition from being a child to 
becoming a woman –  a mark of status. Studies have shown that there is a direct 
correlation between a woman's attitude towards FGA and her place of residence, 
education and work status. Urban women are less likely to support FGA; employed 
women are also less likely to support it (Pedersen; Lock & Farquhar, 2007). It varies 
with age, local and economic position (Pedersen; Lock & Farquhar, 2007). Hence, 
their understanding of the social system will be decided by their position in a social 
setting. Sabrin Ahmed, interviewee four explains the significance of her mother’s 
educational background and how she influenced her generation to fight actively 
against FGA (free translation, 2013). However, women with little or no education are 
more likely to support the practice (Kheir, H.M., Kumar, S. and Cross, A). A 
Sudanese survey (1989) indicates that 80 percentage of women with little or no 
education support FGA compared to 55 percentage of those with higher education 
(Demographic and Health Survey, Sudan., 1989/90). This survey indicates that there 
is a clear relation between the cultural values ascribed to the practice and the 
women’s social standing. It has a definite place in their social, economic and moral 
daily life. Also, for those women wanting to put an end to the practice feel that there 
is not enough information to convince men of the harmful effects of FGA, men help 
continue the practice by refusing to enter marriage with women who have not 
  
undergone the practice (Demographic and Health Survey, Sudan., 1989/90). Among 
the interviewees the main arguments against FGA given are medical complications 
and tremendous experiences of pain. It is not a tradition to be associated with religion; 
it does not encompass religious belief. Moreover, it prevents sexual satisfaction 
perhaps diminishing women’s dignity? “I would never pass on the practice to my 
daughters” says Fatima Abdullah (Interviewee two: free translation, 2013). She felt 
strongly about never performing female genital alteration on her daughters. She said 
most people in Somalia today now agree and know that it has nothing to do with 
religion (Islam). This is one of the central arguments against the practice the 
interviewees make. 
 
3.1.1 Feet in both lanes: cultural and social capital changes 
We interviewed northern Somali women who are members of the organisation 
Somaliland in Denmark, which strives for empowerment and integration in the 
Danish society. The majority of these women come from economically better-off 
families, providing accessibility to anaesthesia during the practise. Many of the 
interviewees do not recall the procedure as painful. They do not associate negative 
portrayals of the procedure when talking about the practice in their childhood. The 
interviewees have acquired an educational background in Denmark. One of the 
interviewees, Fatima Abdullah is a nurse. She has obtained a deeper understanding of 
the health complications of FGA from a Euro-American perspective. She and the 
other interviewees have their feet in both discourses metaphorically speaking: the 
local Somali and the Western discourse. Their world-views are influenced; they are 
hybrids of two cultures. Bourdieu’s notion of ‘field’ can be used when interpreting 
ways of thinking social life. It refers to relations between actors who are fighting for 
specific types of capital (Wilken, 2006). The Somali women all participate in “battles” 
for social - and cultural capital in numerous fields at the same time: as family-
members, friends, citizens, moms, daughters, etc. for different types and degrees of 
capital.   
Bourdieu operates with the term: ‘homologi’ when unfolding the correlation 
between fields and the overall societal-structure. Basically, it referrers to the 
understanding that all fields are structured in the same way all though they are 
organised after various forms of capital, meaning that Somali women can have more 
  
than one social position at the same time. Most of them have an array of capital forms, 
they can invest in social battles but typically, they will be influenced of a dominant 
social or cultural capital form. Therefore, actors who find themselves dominating in 
one position in one field can also be subordinated in another. The possibility for 
influencing/changing capital depends on its relevance as a “trading implement” in 
relation to concrete setting (field) and the actors’ ability to make their capital liquid 
(Bourdieu, 1984). The Somali women are always bounded by their habitus, which has 
an impact on what opportunities they may come across. These hybrids of two cultures 
have adjusted and perhaps adapted some of the different standards in terms of norms 
and values ascribed to women and their sexuality, from the Western discourse. In 
accordance to Bourdieu this misrecognition often takes place because of the 
knowledge about them often neither is verbalised or reflected. A various number of 
their actions are executed without further reflection about the control mechanism that 
navigates social actions. A large amount of these actions are based on knowledge, 
which is embedded in them as a sort of habit. Therefore, the interviews do not enable 
us to reflect over the Somali local communities wholly. These women are arguably 
representations of the power the UN human rights discourse displays and 
encompasses. 
 
3.1.2 Women’s sexuality: Society’s view on human sexuality 
Moreover, FGA has severe consequences: the immediate, the short-term and long-
term consequences of psychological and physical character in the women’s life. 
Actually, the highest infant and maternal rates are located in FGA-practicing regions 
(Hosken, 1993). It is estimated that one third of the girls who have undergone the 
practice will die in regions where antibiotics are not accessible (Women's Policy, Inc., 
1996). Extreme pain and excessive bleeding can lead to shock during and after the 
procedure and even anemia and tetanus causing anxiety to depression. The use of 
unsterile and blunt instruments by unskilled operators is likely to cause damage of 
adjoining organs and urine preservation from blockage of the urethra possibly leading 
to urinary tract infections. The side effects are various and painful menstruations are 
not an exception (Ministry of health - Somalia, 1985). Moreover complications during 
childbirth even infertility. The whole subject surrounding women’s sexuality 
encompasses numerous uncertainties and cultural values making women’s sexuality 
  
very complex. It is not debated very much - there is a significant degree of ignorance 
and silence about women’s sexuality (Pedersen; Lock & Farquhar, 2007). It is a 
common experience among the interviewees that FGA impedes sexual satisfaction. 
“The clitoris has no functions save that of sexual pleasures… it escapes reproductive 
framing” (Pedersen; Lock & Farquhar, 2007:341). In fact, FGA devastates much of 
the vulval nerve endings resulting in delayed arousal and impairing orgasms (Toubia, 
1993). Loss of skin elasticity or growth of neuroma leads to excruciating intercourse 
with many difficulties with penetration (Dareer, 1981). Though a mild form of FGA is 
not hazardous for childbirth, if the subject of sexual pleasure is inadmissible, it seems 
not much different from scarification (Pedersen; Lock & Farquhar, 2007:34). 
Somehow these women’s sexual responses are not very discussed or articulated by the 
women themselves. In the Brief Statement in Nontechnical language regarding the 
Medical aspects of Female and Male Circumcision and Clitoridectomy, Dr. Arthur 
states: “Although this organ is not, as is erroneously supposed, the main seat of 
sexual gratification, it certainly contributes to this, which makes its unnecessary 
excision all the more indefensible” (Pedersen; Lock & Farquhar, 2007:341). In spite 
of his vague assertion, it was a defence of women’s sexual pleasure. Whilst a concern 
for reproduction and public health is much in focus, the human rights discourse does 
not take into consideration the different types of FGA practiced. In fact, it is totally 
banned and a violation against the UN’s declaration of human rights. The mildest 
form of FGA entailing a simple removal of the clitoris does not influence the 
woman’s capacity to give birth (Pedersen; Lock & Farquhar, 2007:341). However this 
was not put into the equation when the UN chose to ban all types of FGA. There has 
not been taken consideration to the practice being such a “deeply ingrained custom” 
and “time-honoured practice”? (Pedersen; Lock & Farquhar, 2007:337-8). It is the 
Somali women’s rights? (Pedersen, 2007:338). Or does the average Somali woman 
not have a will of her own? Is she merely a marionette-puppet of traditions?   
 
3.1.3 Habitus a generative machinery embedded in the body 
The structures in relation to FGA are produced and reproduced by Somali women and 
their communities with their dispositions in their habitus. The structures that structure 
their strategies are also produced by these strategies and only visual when studied 
over time. The idea of time wheels the actors and the interpreters understandings of 
  
practise can easily mislead the interpreter to understand a pattern that comes over time 
with a rule that is effective in time. The Somali women use their previous experiences 
to orientate themselves forwards in time while the interpreter attempts to utilise 
current results to orientate backwards in time. However trying to reconstruct 
backwards in time does not capture the motives that controls their forward-looking 
actions. The UN will never wholly understand the mechanisms behind controlling the 
practice and the reasoning behind what leads to the result. Hence, the UN displaying a 
Euro-American view on the practice will never fully understand the driving forces 
behind the FGA practice even not be concerned enough about the various aspects it 
entail. Human beings are a part of already established and existing social relations and 
memberships of societies, which on some level are always stratified.  
The Somali women should be understood in a context not to their personal 
qualities but in relation to their social position and their memberships of social groups. 
Therefore their habitus and their social - and cultural capital can be related to certain 
social positions in their local communities in Somalia.  
“All actors who are involved in a field shares a long row of fundamental 
interests namely all that can be linked to the existence of the field in itself. Leading to 
an objective neighed, which lies basis for all antagonisms. It is often forgotten that a 
battle is worth fighting: the neighed is often related to what is taken for granted” 
(Bourdieu, 1984; Wilken, 2006: 50). 
The field is defined through some basic fundamental “rules” which many 
Somali women have accepted as valid. These rules are referred to as the field’s doxa. 
They function as the essential framework, which make the Somali women regard their 
practice as apart of life in their society as self-evident. They give the “battle” in the 
field purpose, meaning and reason. They are implicit rules that are in constant 
reproduction in the field. The practice of FGA adds meaning to their self-
understanding as women in Somalia.  
Bourdieu describes the concept of ‘habitus’ as lasting dispositions, which 
often are comprehended as lifelong. It is of high importance to understand that he 
refers to the concept as being inert but inconstant and changeable (Bourdieu & 
Wacqaunt, 1992). The change in ‘habitus’ is interconnected to change in the actors’ 
external surroundings. This is evident when considering the interviewees as hybrids 
of two cultures; their habitus has been changed to some extent. These changes are not 
obtained automatically; it demands both a social anchoring in and an individual 
  
acceptance of the new social environment and acceptance from the new social setting. 
The concepts of ‘habitus’, ‘field’ and ‘capital’ (the theoretical complex) together shed 
light on the social and cultural values ascribed to the practice.  
The concept of ‘habitus’ can be seen to address two concurrent and 
interplaying processes: firstly, the individual’s acquisition of knowledge making it 
capable of acting meaningfully in the world and the internalization of the objective 
structures, and secondly, the individual’s decomposition of this knowledge to 
practical actions (the externalization of the internalised structures). This system of the 
internalisation and the externalisation is either precept bounded, automatic or 
impulsive (Wilken, 2006). The function of ‘habitus’ is to endow an understanding for 
how the individuals’ perception, comprehension and actions function in given 
situations, helping us understand the reasoning behind the practice of FGA (Bourdieu, 
1990).  Therefore it should not be regarded as a detailed, internalized or cognitive 
structure. It is rather a product of socialization and more particularly the early 
socialization is highly significant for the formation of these dispositions, which the 
Somali women will act in relation to.  
In accordance to Bourdieu we are all endowed with the free will to make 
choices and act with point of references in the societal structures assigned to our 
‘habitus’. The concept of ‘habitus’ should be viewed as a concept very much linked to 
culture, in the sense that it accentuates the dynamic relations between individuals and 
the social. The concept refers to both individuals’ mental dispositions (Jenkins 1992, 
Swartz 1997; Wilken 2006) and to the experience of bodily anchoring (Farnell 2000; 
Wilken 2006).   
“It is a type of transforming machinery, which enables us to reproduce the 
social relations we have created ourselves yet after a relatively unpredictable matter.  
Hence, it is not possible to move simple and mechanical from a knowledge about the 
production conditions to a knowledge about the product” (Bourdieu, 1984/93:87). 
As the quote implies: the concept describes aspects of culture. However, it is 
important to understand that it is more dynamic. It relates to the actions individuals 
chose to exert with point of reference in their comprehension of the given situation 
they are in. Moreover, the concept can be linked to “how” culture is internalized in 
the Somali women and shapes their understanding(s) and actions in relation to FGA 
natural.   
  
By the application of ‘habitus’ ‘field’ and ‘capital’, we were able to examine 
how FGA is exercised in local communities in Somalia, configuring high figures on 
statistics, actually 98 percentage of the women in Somalia are genital altered (Desert 
Flower Foundation, 2013 – See appendix 1). The practice can be traced back to 
ancient Egypt during the slave trade in ancient Arab societies (FGM National Clinical 
Group, 2013). Regarding the practice from a retrospective angle it is clear that the 
practice has survived many generations. It has been carried out for centuries and with 
time it has become embedded in the culture. There are rituals combined with the 
practice such as ceremonies and celebrations. Aman describes that when she was 
undergoing the practice, people put gold and coins on her body and were smiling, all 
during her procedure. The money the guests bring must be matched when the one 
receiving attends their daughter’s ceremony - a good system according to Aman. 
Women and children were invited to her ceremony and the sheikh’s who read aloud 
from the Quran (Barnes & Boddy, 1994). Also, Sabrin Ahmed, interviewee four 
describes that under the procedure a number of women were gathered in her house 
waiting to greet her into womanhood when finished with her genital alteration. “I had 
the genital alteration done when I was approximately 10 to 11 years old. My sister 
and I were both circumcised the same day. During the circumcision a lot of women 
were around, my mom was not pleased with us being circumcised. Actually, my father 
and his family wanted us to have the procedure done. Although, my father wanted us 
to be circumcised, it had much to do with him being pressured by his family, my 
grandmother in particular (free translation, 2013).  
It is clear that it is a part of ancient culture and tradition. There is a high 
chance of stigmatization and social seclusion if the practice does not take place, as the 
girl will be considered impure.   
In order to understand the significance and various aspects of the practice the 
interviewed Somali women’s habitus and social - and cultural capital and symbolic 
capital, which refers to the ability to exploit the other types of capital to convert them 
into different kinds of values such as morals (Wacqaunt, 1986). Helped us unravel 
what social positions they posed in regards to their view of the world. Somali women 
of the local communities should be understood in a context not having to do with their 
personal qualities but in relation to their social position and their memberships in 
social groups.  And in order to understand the reasoning behind why they practice 
FGA, it is necessary to take a closer look at their unique history. ‘Habitus’ is not a 
  
state of mind but a bodily-condition (Bourdieu, 1980/90: Wilken, 2006). The bodily 
facet of habitus implies that the social is embedded in the body and it has an impact 
on practice. The body is shaped by the ‘habitus’ and the body expresses ‘habitus’. 
Henceforth posture, appearance, lifestyle and so forth are all related to the Somali 
women’s individual and collective habitus (Bourdieu, 1980/90:179). Habitus 
encompasses levels of individual, collective and societal layers.   
Habitus is individual and individualizing since it integrates the sum of the 
individual’s earlier experiences but also because it personalizes the social. We 
comprehend social constraints as personal choices, which we incorporate in our 
habitus what we can expect. 
Habitus is collective because it is obtained in a social setting, which is 
primarily characterized by a type of fellowship and fellow comprehension (Bourdieu, 
1980/90:256). The collective forms a frame around the individual making it 
understandable and usually predictable in certain social contexts. Each and one of us 
are embodied with a habitus constituting of parts of others’ ‘habitus’ e.g. female/male 
habitus.  
Finally, ‘habitus’ is societal; generating acceptance when considering 
inequality and even taking it for granted. The dispositions in ‘habitus’ are validated 
and reproduced through the secondary socialization in the modern societal-institutions. 
‘Habitus’ is more than just mental representations it encompasses producing factors in 
practice. It is generative. Therefore ‘habitus’ is also about actions, pre-understandings 
and practical sense. It can be viewed as filter consisting of dispositions. At the same 
time ‘habitus’ is created based on the actors position in the social setting. It is a 
product of the objective social structures. ‘Habitus’ reflects individual’s social 
narrations yet it is not necessarily coherent and unproblematic. In fact there are a 
number of people who live a life where the objective structures does not correspond 
to the structures they originally acquired their ‘habitus’ in. There is a notable hiatus 
between their primary and secondary experiences; refugees or/and immigrants whose 
‘habitus’ can be out of step with the social reality they lived in. For instance when 
Somali women undergone FGA move to another country in this case Denmark, they 
are most likely to endure a societal structure that is very dissimilar to the one they 
have back in their countries. Their culture, traditions and ‘habitus’, which they make 
their choices from, will to some degree be in dispute with the new country’s ‘habitus’, 
culture and traditions unless they chose to acknowledge and accept the new field’s 
  
“rules of game”. Social problems of law enforcement character will emerge making 
their lives in the new country very different. The point with this game-metaphor is to 
create specific frames for the study of social life.  
 
3.1.4 Disregarding the holism - is the woman's individuality robbed? 
Moreover, the comprehension of the course in a game can never be reduced to its 
rules as well as the outcome of the game cannot be predicted by studying the rules of 
the game (Bourdieu, 1984). The rules are there to outline the guidelines for what is 
possible and what is not and the order it may occur in. Putting this in relation the 
practise of FGA, the significance lies in regarding the practice as a complex of 
kinships of relations between human beings. Especially when studying women who 
have undergone FGA from an ‘Western world-view’s’ point of view as an act of 
violence of UN’s declaration of human rights, the practice might be reduced to one or 
few variable ignoring the woman's background, culture, ethnography, set of values 
and norms etc. by the UN when they pinpointed it to be an offence to their declaration 
of human rights.  However, the ability of the women as a whole part of a community 
is robbed: the holism together with their individuality. For the holist “the whole is 
more than the sum of the parts” (McLeod, S. A., 2008). The Somali women rely on a 
fundamental recognition and understanding for the preconditions for their function in 
the local communities. Their well being in the communities is founded on and a part 
of ‘habitus’ (Wilken, 2006). Hence, it is not justifiable to ban FGA without studying 
the rules as in ideology but also the women’s position in their communities, their 
motives, interests and sexuality. The practice of FGA is not invented by these women 
by themselves, it is rather a product of the history, earlier social battles and more 
powerful actors ventures and their chances of intervening and determining what is 
considered right and wrong. In this case, the UN can be viewed as the powerful actor 
whose declaration of human rights is the only righteous guideline for all human social 
life. Hence when the UN deems human rights as universal, they are to some degree in 
fact propagating their moral standing and values through symbolic capital. The 
variation in capital is object for meaningful social battles in different fields, which 
rang-arrange the agents within the fields giving them different positions, while they 
strive after social and cultural capital. Therefore FGA is a globalized problem and not 
just a local problem in Somalia. 
  
A dimension added to the understanding(s) of cultural differences implying 
alterations in ideologies between local communities in Somalia and UN’s declaration 
of human rights stemming from a Euro-American discourse was implied in the 
question: What stances do you have to the fact that it is illegal in Western countries 
(incl. Denmark) to practice FGC? 
The practice of FGA on women under the age of 18 is now a federal crime, 
unless the procedure is necessary to protect a young person's health. The penalty for 
violating this law is a fine, imprisonment for up to five years, or both (Center for 
Reproductive Law and Policy.,1997). One of the interviewee’s (Mina Khoutri: 
Interviewee one) stresses the significance of informing, she wishes for the Danish 
system to have more understanding for those parents who have their children undergo 
this procedure. She says that sending people to jail is not necessary and helpful, the 
parents are not criminal, they might not even know enough about the law. They 
should inform more so people understand better. Also, she thinks it is good that there 
are laws against FGA in Europe. When it was legalized in Denmark she says women 
received more power to say no to FGA. Meriam Hirsi (Interviewee three) stresses: “I 
think it is vital to educate African women in Denmark in why one should not 
circumcise their daughters, it is a very important project. Since a  lot of them does not 
know the dangers and extent of the procedure” (free translation, 2013). 
As mentioned earlier, FGA is considered to be a passage into womanhood a 
purification of the female allowing for marriage and material and economic wealth for 
her family. By the legal banning of FGA many women are not able to marry which 
will affect her family’s options in regards to economic stability (receiving dowry) and 
development. Our interviewee (4) Sabrin Ahmed emphasises that one of the 
consequences would be that her father would not receive her dowry. This could lead 
to her siblings’ inability to continue an education, thereby lessening the social 
economy of her family. Moreover, in many instances it is a cultural practice, which 
make the community function. The practice is attached to many values  and 
relationships.  
FGA has become an important issue in Australia, Canada, England, France, 
and the United States due to the continuation of the practice by immigrants from 
countries where FGA is common (Toubia, 1993). It is a not a local embedded issue 
any longer – it is globalized. 
  
In extension of the women receiving more courage and power to go against - a 
tradition founded so deep in their culture it is a reflection of the stances articulated 
stemming from Western human rights. “It is dying out in Somalia”, says Fatima 
Abdellah (Interviewee 2: free translation). She went to Somalia last year and she says 
people do not talk about it anymore and most people she encounters support the 
banning FGA. Mina Khtouri, interviewee one supplements:  
“It is good that it is illegal to practice female cutting in Denmark, the problem 
is not in Europe but in Africa where it stems from. It is necessary to create alternative 
jobs so the women who circumcise girls can earn their bread by other means. They do 
it so they can provide for their families”(free translation, 2013).  
Considering the statement about the practice being less and less practiced and 
even dying out implies that there has been a shift in ideologies and cultural values. 
The interviewed Somali women all living in Denmark find themselves living in a new 
field with different social and cultural values ascribed to how social life and human 
behaviour should encompass. These women’s habitus has also been influenced 
significantly in terms of wanting to pass on the tradition to their girl-children. They 
have become anti-FGA in the sense their social and cultural capital has acquired new 
anticipations for what is considered is normative and what is not almost coming 
across as suppressing the tradition. Their new field (founded on Western ideology) 
together with its habitus and social - and cultural capital has changed the mentality 
amongst the Somali women while influenced their habitus and social - and cultural 
capital. 
 
3.2 What are the arguments in regards to the implications and consequences of 
receiving this procedure?  
Female genital alteration in any form is regarded as a violation of the woman’s and 
the girl child's human right, since it according to the United Nations denies them from 
several human rights that one as a human should posses. The human rights at stake 
are: 
• The right to Physical and mental integrity 
• The right to Freedom from violence 
• The right to The highest attainable standard of health 
• The right to Freedom from discrimination on the basis of sex 
• The right to Freedom from torture, cruel, inhuman and degrading treatments 
  
• The right to Life (when the procedure results in death) (Amnesty International, 
2009). 
Bourdieu argues that language is a structuring structure – a tool to understand the 
world and a medium for communication of perceptions of the world. It functions both 
as a battlefield and a weapon (Bourdieu, 1984/93).  In itself language is not powerful 
but becomes when used in certain ways by specific groups and institution. Structuring 
the relations between human beings and arranging their social hierarchy. Also, 
language plays a substantial role in propagating the dominating classes views in the 
world.  It is a percolations-mechanism that spreads ideas and interpretations into 
society providing us with a certain way of considering the world, which might seem 
neutral but in actuality is related to the dominating classes and to the power. UN’s 
way of formulating themselves in rapporteurs are in fact omnipresent, yet they 
manage to come across as natural. The UN discourse has a great impact on sculpting 
norms, values and anticipation. ‘This is very evident in the UN’s rapporteurs, where 
they argue that FGA should be prohibited, an example of this is in The United Nations 
Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women, Its Causes and Consequences from 
2009, where the United Nations uses one of their kernel arguments on why Female 
Genital Alteration violates the human rights, by arguing that the cutting of flesh is a 
form of violence that can be compared to torture against women and girl children. The 
UN argues that any: 
 “Cultural practices that involve pain and suffering and violation of physical integrity 
as amounting to torture under customary international law, attaching to such 
practices strict penal sanctions and maximum international scrutiny regardless of 
ratification of CEDAW or reservations made thereto.”(UN, 2009:40) 
Furthermore in the UN’s rapporteur on Torture and other Cruel, Inhuman or 
Degrading Treatment or Punishment from 2008 they state: “even if a law authorizes 
the practice, any act of FGM would amount to torture and the existence of the law by 
itself would constitute consent or acquiescence by the State”(UN, 2008:17).  
The UN also argues that the practice violates the women and the girls’ right to 
health since FGA might lead to several consequences in regards to the woman’s 
physical, sexual and reproductive health. According to WHO, FGA affects all of these 
health issues, since health-wise there are many short term and long term consequences. 
The short term consequences being urine retention, haemorrhage (bleeding), sepsis 
(bacterial infection), tetanus or open sores in the genital regions and long term health 
  
implications such as cysts, recurring bladder and urinary infection. Sexual health 
being the fact that the woman is not able to enjoy having sexual intercourse, 
reproductive health issues being infertility, increased risk of childbirth complications 
and unfortunate death of the new-born child (WHO, 2013). These arguments show 
that it is a clear violation of the International Covenant of Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights from 1976 article 12 that states: 
“The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of everyone to the 
enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of physical and mental health” (UN, 
1976). 
Furthermore the UN continuously argues in the rapporteur on economic, social and 
cultural rights from 2004that “(…) sexual and reproductive health are integral 
elements of the right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard 
of physical and mental health”. By the UN arguing that they wish to protect the 
woman's human rights to the highest attainable standard of physical, mental, sexual 
and reproductive health. They are propagating their view, on what is of great 
significance to all women. By this their arguments might come across as natural, since 
they are using Western norms to defend their arguments, but in actuality it is quite 
biased since they are creating an objective entity formed by the Western norms and 
values.  
Another consequence in regards to FGA is that the United Nations will not be 
able to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), because of Female 
Genital Alteration. The MDGs are divided into eight goals, in regards to sustainable 
development to be achieved by 2015. If FGA is not abandoned, the UN will most 
likely not achieve two of the MDGs by 2015, which are goals four and five by 2015. 
Goal four: Reduce child mortality. This goal is in jeopardy since “ (…) WHO study 
provides substantial evidence of the increased risk of stillbirths and neonatal deaths 
during childbirth among women who are excised” the WHO studies being the health 
complications mentioned above. 
Goal five: Improve maternal health: The UN argues that this goal is threatened: 
“FGM/C is a threat to safe motherhood. Gender inequality and lack of empowerment 
result in reduced access to information and services and, hence, to adverse 
reproductive health outcomes, including high maternal mortality. Major health 
  
complications of FGM/C are associated with pregnancy, childbirth and the 
postpartum period, making childbirth not only excruciatingly painful but also 
extremely dangerous as it prolongs labour, obstructs the birth canal and often causes 
tears, psychological disorder and trauma”(UNFPA, 2008). 
So even though the removal of FGA is not a part of the actual millennium 
goals (MDG), the procedure is still a major hindrance in regards to achieving two of 
the MDG’s concerning health. This set back is also an argument for the UN in regards 
to the consequences and implications of the procedure. 
3.2.1. Terminology as a tool: influencing the assigned associations  
The United Nations uses the terminology Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) when 
they refer to the procedure: “For the purpose of this Interagency Statement and in 
view of its significance as an advocacy tool, all United Nations agencies have agreed 
to use the single term "female genital mutilation” (WHO, 2011). The term 
intentionally has a very negative connotation since it claims that all the women that 
has been through this procedure have been mutilated, stressing that there has been 
exercised severe damage on the female genitals. This term solely highlights the 
physical, emotional and physiological consequences that according to WHO, FGA 
may lead to. Furthermore it immediately recognizes the procedure as a human rights 
violation on women and children since mutilation emphasizes that we are dealing 
with violence on girls.     
When Sabrin Ahmed, interviewee two had the procedure done in her younger 
days she never truly understood the reasons or the justifications of the procedure. 
When we asked her how she felt about the word mutilation in reference to FGA, she 
responded, ”It is mutilation” (free translation, 2013), this stressing that the UN’s use 
of FGM as their terminology is to some Somali women justifiable. Sabrina further 
exemplifies her stance when saying that it ” harms something that is so naturally 
beautiful ” (S. Ahmed, 2013: free translation).  
According to Fatima Khoutri, interviewee four there has also been a distinct 
change of ideology in Somalia. She remembers the procedure as being very popular 
when she was altered even describing it as being considered fantastic. Children would 
speak to one another about FGA and children who were not altered were bullied. The 
  
girls who had gone through the procedure had something in common that allowed 
them to have a sisterhood that girls who were not altered would desire.  
In 1982 Somalia signed the African Charter on Human and People’s rights that 
require all member states, to take legislative responsibilities assisted by sanctions in 
regards to eliminating all sorts of damaging traditions which concerns women’s 
human rights, FGA being one of the traditions.  
3.2.2. Misrecognition of an objective truth 
The Desert Flower Foundation is founded by Waris Dirie, the UN Special 
Ambassador for the Elimination of Female Genital Mutilation, it is an anti-FGA 
foundation. On the website Waris Dirie strongly argues against the procedure, using 
very harsh words as synonymous for FGA e.g. “The Desert Flower Foundation seeks 
to end this crime by raising public awareness, creating networks, organizing events 
and educational programmes” (Desert Flower foundation,2013). Using the noun 
crime to describe the procedure, and presenting it something that needs to be treated, 
is one of the linguistic tools that she uses to display FGA as an issue that needs to be 
treated immediately. Though in fact the procedure is a crime, since it violates human 
rights, the fact that Waris Dirie uses this word to describe it, is still a noteworthy 
linguistic display of the anti-FGA attitude. Dirie continues, “The foundation also 
supports victims of FGM”(Desert Flower foundation,2013). As mentioned earlier all 
UN actors use FGM as the term to describe the procedure, and since Dirie is an UN 
ambassador it is inevitable that she does too. Nonetheless it is still of significance that 
she victimizes the women who have been through this procedure, and emphasizes that 
these so called victims are in need of help since they have been mutilated. This 
statement implies that the women are suffering, a suffering that is uncalled for. By 
this it is clear that Dirie’s perception of the procedure, as well as the UN are mostly 
moulded on the background of the health consequences that the procedure might lead 
to, and not on the values that the Somali local communities ascribe to the act. That is 
also visible in other statements on the foundations website, maybe most noteworthy in 
the following statements: “Female Mutilation has no cultural, no traditional and no 
religious aspect. It is a crime which seeks justice” and “(…) everyone to be 
enlightened about the status on Female genital mutilation: not culture but 
torture”(Desert Flower foundation,2013) . Implying that the procedure is nothing else 
  
than torture. This is also an indication that the UN mostly focuses on the health issues 
when speaking of the procedure.  
 
Dirie states that FGA has nothing to do with religion, culture or tradition even though 
this is what all of our interviewees were told when they went through the procedure 
“My mother is also circumcised (…) she told me it was tradition” (M.Hirsi, 2013: 
free translation) Meriam, interviewee three, explains that certain values were ascribed 
to it, and that she was under the impression that all the young Somali women had to 
undergo this procedure in order for them to be perceived as honourable girls.  
According to Bourdieu symbolic violence is what enables our perception of 
reality to appear as objective and truthful without making it clear and obvious for the 
involved that it is arbitrary and not the one and only. Symbolic violence is not a 
physical act of violence but rather a form of violence. Both those performing it and 
those who are being performed for misrecognise that power is at stake and dominance 
is being executed. This happens in what Bourdieu calls the social alchemy operations 
enabling social order to be perceived as the natural order (Wacqaunt, 1996).  Through 
classification and naming, the actors are deceived to believe that certain expounds of 
how the world is structured is how it should be structured. When in fact this ensures 
the reproduction of the existing power-relations (Bourdieu, 1979/84). In this sense 
symbolic violence is comprehended as a social natural law. With this one can relate 
doxa and habitus when studying the interviewees, doxa functioning as the essential 
formwork, which make us human beings regard phenomena in the nature and in the 
society as self-evident. They give the battle in the field purpose, meaning and 
reasoning, in relation to the project doxa is what makes the interviewees agree with 
the Western ideology in regards to FGA. The exercise of symbolic violence is 
formalised through information about how the world is arranged encompassing all 
relations and institutions involved in handing over dominating culture in societies. 
Regarding the UN’s declaration of human rights, their interests lie in managing 
“justice” over all societies. Symbolic violence necessitates a concordance between the 
subjective structures (habitus) and objective structures (the social sphere). 
Furthermore the fact that all of the interviewees has been affected that heavily by the 
Western ideology in a sense that they all not only dissociate themselves with FGA, 
but even antagonise the procedure, shows a clear case of ‘symbolic violence’. 
Moreover, the misrecognition of the ‘symbolic violence’ by the Somali women takes 
  
places since the women are adopting the UN objective entity of the so-called truth, as 
their own, in fact influencing their ‘habitus’.  
3.3 To what degree can the anti-FGA arguments posed by the human rights 
discourse be considered universal?  
 
Discourse has everything to do with speech and communication between people in 
which language behaves as the transmitter. This making language an essential aspect 
to examine when studying anti-FGA arguments. Language is itself is not powerful in 
itself but becomes powerful when used certain institutions. 
The production and reproduction of negative affiliations with FGA through language, 
is partially led by discourses such as the human rights discourse. The human rights 
discourse is capable of and powerful enough to define when and what statements are 
acceptable, as well as the significance of such statements. This giving an organization 
such as the UN a very influential role.  
 
3.3.1  Deconstruction of discourse  
In order to further dissect the human rights discourse Foucault's concept of 
archaeology and genealogy are used.  
 
‘’Archaeology is about examining the discursive traces and orders left by the past in 
order to write a 'history of the present'. In other words archaeology is about looking 
at history as a way of understanding the processes that have led to what we are 
today’’ (O’Farrel, 2007). 
 
 Archaeology is useful in that it assists in dismantling the UN human rights 
discourse by decoding traces found in the current discourse which appear through 
language. Ultimately archaeology investigates how knowledge is converted into 
epistemologies, in other words the transformation into ways of knowing. 
The concept of genealogy is an extension of archaeology in that it builds on 
the local discursivities examined in archaeology by analysing the knowledge’s 
disseminated from them. It is a method describing the transformation of the 
epistemological study of ways of knowing into an ontological query of ways of being. 
Genealogy looks at the origins of moral presuppositions and the development of such 
morals through power (Foucault; Rabinow, 1984). We will use genealogy to 
  
scrutinize subliminal codes of conduct attached to the knowledge and morals 
stemming from the human rights discourse in order to inspect how this essentially 
conditions individuals and local communities in Somalia. This helping unpack to 
what degree anti-FGA arguments can be considered universal. More clearly in regards 
to FGA, we are concerned with how such mechanisms of language filled with values 
behave as a prelude to societal changes in reference to traditional and cultural 
practices and how ways of being are influenced by legitimized knowledge regarding 
scientific reasoning speaking against receiving FGA. This pinpointing how Somali 
local communities ultimately are subjects of language and the knowledge from the 
human rights discourse.  
 
3.3.2 Putting value-laden language  into  context  
Freedom from violence, high health standards, freedom from gender discrimination, 
freedom from torture and lastly the right to life are the central anti-FGA arguments 
represented by the human rights discourse (Amnesty, 2009). The language used and 
the connotations and associations that follow, are specific to the human rights 
discourse. They are statements consisting of values established in the idiom of their 
time representing a culture specific context. In addition, the language presented in the 
human rights discourse has a negative representation of FGA. This is emphasized 
when reading elaborations of the central arguments presented on the UN women’s 
website (unwomen, 2012). Here the ones carrying out the procedures are described as 
perpetrators and the women receiving the procedure are labelled the victims. 
Furthermore FGA is viewed as a harmful practice, which must be criminalized. 
‘’This significant milestone towards the ending of harmful practices...UN Women's 
experience in Burkina Faso, Benin and other countries shows that while efforts to 
criminalize FGM are vital, they need to be backed up with services for 
victims...actions to bring perpetrators to justice’’ (Unwomen, 2012). 
These statements could be considered insensitive to individuals and 
communities still carrying out the practice and having it done, as they most likely do 
not share the same negative association with FGA as the human rights discourse. For 
example in the book Aman, She explains how she wanted the procedure done ‘’Yes, I 
said , I do want to - all girls my age wanted to, because it was shameful not 
to’’(Boddy, 1994:61, free translation) . This quote is taken from a conversation Aman 
  
had with her aunts, who wanted her to undergo the procedure without the mothers 
consent. Aman goes on to explaining how she felt a sense of pride and achievement. 
‘’I was so proud that I told her that she should be happy for me’’ (Boddy, 1994:64, 
free translation). This quote is taken from the context in which Aman goes behind her 
mothers back to have the procedure done, as her mother wanted her to wait until she 
could financially provide for the guest that are expected at the ceremony that follows. 
Further illustrating the significance of the practice Aman talks about the necessity in 
regards to maintaining the good reputation of her father's family name, which is of 
great importance to their culture. ‘’It is not good for our name - our brothers name’’ 
(Boddy, 1994:61, free translation). These arguments highlight and verify the 
difference in standpoints between Somali culture in regards to FGA and the human 
rights discourse.  
Further exemplifying the different worldviews on FGA, according to Sabrin 
Ahmed, interviewee four, ‘’being cut was an act of love’’(Free translation, 2013). 
This making the comparison of the practice to criminal activity, the practitioners as 
perpetrators, seem very conflicting and offensive in a context where FGA is perceived 
as a sign of love.  
3.3.3 Molding foreign bodies ´ 
It is very explicit that the human rights discourse is largely on a mission to spread 
their knowledge and values. Moreover the rules that follow are meant to be adopted 
universally. “This is a very important step to bringing about cultural and attitudinal 
change’’ (Unwomen, 2012). These expressions illustrate the attitudes the human 
rights discourse has in terms of feeling a responsibility to intervene. This 
demonstrates how some anti-FGA arguments may indicate a lack of room for 
differences. This questions the applicability of the rules, disseminating from the 
human rights discourse in regards to the justifications of the banning of FGA. 
Arguably they are universal in the sense that they to some degree are successful in 
changing cultural norms in Somalia, as new ways of being are adopted by vastly 
different societies culturally speaking.  
The human rights are not allowing for self determinism in regards to the 
Somali ethnic groups cultural practice - a practice which has great importance 
practically and emotionally speaking for their daily lives. The ethnic groups who do 
not feel that their rights are overstepped or are suffering the health implications 
  
mentioned in the HR arguments against FGA, are essentially being grouped with 
other ethnic groups practicing a different degree of FGA (Herlund, Shell-Duncan, 
2007). FGA is carried out in vastly different ways, depending on which ethnic group 
one belongs to. This is clear from the interview with Meriam Hirsi. 
‘’I went to go visit a friend who was circumcised the same day as me. I visited her the 
day after I was circumcised. My friend seemed perfectly healthy and fine, whereas I 
could not walk for a whole week. At this point I knew that something was ‘wrong’. 
My friend had the sunna version done, whereas I had infibulation done’’ (Free 
translation). 
 
This stresses that some of the procedures are considered less severe than 
others, as they only cut a small section of or scrape part of the genetalia. These 
procedures of FGA are usually not associated with causing health implications 
(Herlund, Shell Duncan, 2007). This essentially dismissing one of the main arguments 
posed by the human rights discourse, that it is a harmful procedure consisting long 
term health complications. It further illustrates how FGA is being grouped with all 
versions of FGA, such as Infibulation, which is a procedure in which large parts of the 
gential area is removed and where the vagina is sewed back together (Skaine, 2005). 
The human rights discourse refers to all the versions of FGA as Female Genital 
Mutilation.  
There are signs of cultural and ideological dominance when the human rights 
discourse is able to influence the prevalence of an ancient cultural tradition by making 
it illegal universally, on the basis of the human rights arguments, which do not apply 
to all context and social settings. With other words anti-FGA arguments are according 
to the human rights discourse supposed to be considered universal but evidence show 
that this is a generalization of the practice which is looked upon differently by 
different cultures. However, to a certain degree the arguments could arguably be 
considered universal on several levels. Firstly, FGA is in fact made illegal on nearly a 
universal level. All members of the UN, this including Somalia, who is a member of 
the African Union are obliged to ban FGA (Forward, 2013).  
It is believed that when bodies move from cultures practicing FGA, to the 
Western part of the world, that when these immigrants returning to their home 
countries or simply visiting, have much to do with the mobilization of the cultural 
ethos in their societies of origins (Herlund, Shell Duncan, 2007). This further 
  
exemplifying the different worldviews of cultural practices such as FGA, when 
individuals transit between matrixes. For example, Denmark is a UN member and 
thereby also heavily influenced by human rights declaration and thereby complying to 
the rules following. When a Somali immigrant enmeshes with Danish norms, the 
cultural perceptions seem to be skewed, which is evident when examining our 
interviews who we refer to as cultural hybrids. They are have adopted a Western 
culture which is dominated by the UN human rights and essentially bring it back to 
their own cultures, ultimately mobilizing cultural change (Boddy, Barns, 2007). 
According to Sabrin Ahmed Somali activist ‘’...would use bio-medical claims as 
proof against the practice. I believe that some of the women’s arguments against FGA 
stem from foreign countries and that it is Western human rights, which is the reason 
for FGA dying out in Somalia’’ (Free translation). This is only one side of the matter 
as Sabrin Ahmed also states that anti-FGA arguments led by Somali activist do not 
only stem from the human rights discourse, which she refers to as foreign arguments. 
‘’Most people in Somalia today now agree and know that it has nothing to do with 
religion. Which is one of the central arguments against the practice’’ (Free 
translation). This goes to show that, yes, cultural norms in Somalia are heavily 
influenced by the human rights discourse but to some degree these norms are being 
recognized by the people themselves as something to be corrected. This insinuating 
that there might be a degree of universal consensus towards the banning of FGA, but 
the arguments presented are not necessarily universal in that the Somali activist 
women put much emphasis on the religious aspect, ‘’the women were not only seeking 
a law but also a religious fatwa [decree] proclaiming that FGM is Haram [illegal] 
under Islam’’ (Iris, 2013). Whereas the human rights discourse relies on negative 
affiliations with the practice mainly in terms of bio medical consequences.  
Somalia has been a member of the UN since 1960 and in recent decades there 
has been an increasing international focus on traditional practices such as FGA (UN, 
2013). The millennium goals which are partially comprised of the declarations in 
which anti-FGA arguments are founded, has increased the focus on banning of FGA, 
as the continuation of the practice will prevent millennium goals from being realized 
if not successfully eradicated.  Even though the Somali government is a member of 
both the African Union and the UN, the government has not successfully made FGA 
illegal, with that said the practice continues and in some areas is on the increase (Irin, 
2013).  
  
It is not a given that all individuals and local communities within Somalia 
carrying out FGA embody the same negative sentiments about FGA as the UN human 
rights do. On the contrary there is an ongoing debate between local communities and 
civil societies lead by international NGO’s such as UNICEF, attempting to change 
local community beliefs, through biomedical reasoning (UNICEF, 2013). This is not 
to say that there is not a fast growing population in Somalia particularly in north 
Somalia, who do agree with the human rights negative sentiments associated with 
FGA. This was pointed out by the Somali women we interviewed Mina Khoutri; ‘’Its 
a good thing that the practice has become illegal  in Denmark. The problem is not in 
Europe but in Africa where it originates from’’ (Free translation). She explains how 
anti-FGA campaigns are on the increase throughout Somaliland especially in the 
cities. She also puts emphasis on the fact that there are still practitioners carrying out 
FGA, ‘’It is still exercised in Somalia and it is a way of making a living’’ (Free 
translation). A general statement in the interviews, was that during their upbringing 
FGA was viewed as a very positive procedure for one's daughter to have gone through. 
Moreover, it was heavily encouraged, as it was a way of reaching happiness hence it 
enhances chances of marriage. This in itself illustrates the discrepancy found between 
the UN human rights arguments and the Somali cultural values ascribed to this 
practice. Gender discrimination in regards to FGA is not associated with the values 
described above. In fact, having the procedure done was believed to have the opposite 
effect, as it would help ensure a women marrying and thereby helping her practically 
speaking by having a place to live and someone to provide for her. Meriam Hersi, 
interviewee three underpins this argument; 
‘’My mother told me that this was an important tradition, if you were not 
circumcised you would be perceived badly, and you would not get married’’ (Free 
translation). So through FGA a woman was able to marry and could thereby avoid 
being stigmatized.   
 
Lastly to sum up this section, the human rights is replicating value systems 
and disseminating them on a global scale. There are subliminal messages in terms of 
moral and behavioural codes embedded in the declarations of human rights through 
the language they use. More specifically it is through the connotations of their 
statements, that messages are received in a certain way. The human rights are 
implemented in a Somali matrix in which daily life and values differ from the matrix 
  
in which the human rights discourse comes from. The anti-FGA arguments posed, 
stem from knowledge and values coming from a specific cultural context, transformed 
into epistemologies. This is internalized by Somali people thus shaping them, into 
ways of knowing; changing their cultural views in terms of the way they practice their 
culture.  
3.3.4 The position of power 
All relationships are characterised by ambivalence, but not when dealing with the 
rhetoric of human rights, where subjects that require human rights are viewed upon 
without ambivalence, hence human rights are regarded as being universal and 
therefore concerning all human beings, human rights are almost something sacred, 
which means that there is no ambivalence to the sacred (Rogers, 2013). We must first 
understand human rights as a relationship between humans in order to understand the 
Western discourse.  
Foucault view power in modern societies as a way of administrating 
rationalized systems and social control (Sarup, 1993). “Power needs to be considered 
as a productive network which runs through the whole social body. Much more than 
as a negative instance whose function is repression” (Foucault in Rabinow, 1984:61), 
it should therefore not be considered as being negative or authoritarian, but rather that 
it traverses and produces things, induces pleasure, forms knowledge, produces 
discourse. When taking Foucault’s considerations in account in regards to truth, he 
illustrates that the aim is not to force ones perception upon others, but rather 
establishing the possibility of a new politics of truth, but this does not mean that the 
interests are not the same. Foucault claims in his theory of power that power relations 
constitutes individuals, and that power is the definitive code of social reality.  
Power does not emerge from a state or a sovereign and it should not be 
conceptualized as the property of an individual or a class (Sarup, 1993), rather power 
has the character of a network. 
If describing state from a historical perspective in terms of sovereign and 
sovereignty, meaning through law, still state can only function on the basis of other, 
already existing power relations. In regards to our project, the notion of state can be 
substituted with the UN. The UN should be considered as super structural in relation 
to a whole chain of power networks that invest the body, sexuality, the family, 
knowledge, and so forth (Rabinow, 1984). It becomes interesting when Foucault says 
  
that power is an object of research and in the same relation use the example ‘war’. He 
raises the questions: 
“isn’t power simply a form of warlike domination? Shouldn’t one therefore 
conceive all problems of power in terms of relations of war? Isn’t power a sort of 
generalized war which assumes at particular moments the forms of peace and the 
state? Peace would then be a form of war, and the state a means of waging it ” 
(Foucault; Rabinow,1984:185) 
Applying this illustration on our project, UN can be regarded a substitute for 
state and could thereby be considered as leading a strategic mission, because UN as a 
recognized international organization has sovereignty to manifest their law all over 
the globe, in the sense that they are deeming human rights universal, and in this way 
demanding peace through the discourse, networks of power. In relation to war 
Foucault views “politics, as a technique of internal peace and order” (Foucault; 
Rabinow, 1984:185) and stresses that the concept politics derives directly from war. It 
is a tool and a body of knowledge that are able to project their schema over the social 
body (Rabinow, 1984).   
 
3.3.5 What is truth? 
Foucault suggest that an analysis of power should put the emphasis on the effects of 
power and not on conscious attention for instance not raise questions such as “Who 
has power? Or what intentions or aims do power holders have?” (Foucault;Sarup, 
1993:70). The Western world’s politic is to produce the truth by manifesting their law 
as a Human right, and since human rights are for all human beings they can be 
deemed universal, and may therefore not be questioned as right or wrong, but as the 
truth, and the only truth. However Foucault stresses that there is no such as an 
ultimate truth neither does he believe in the idea of a right or wrong truth. Truth is not 
outside power, or lacking in power. Truth and power are constructed concepts; here 
‘power’ is legitimized through the tool of political and economic mechanism. Power 
can be ascribed through truth (Rabinow, 1984), the outcome will thereby also be a 
construct of the field it operates in, since:  
“Truth is produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraints. Each 
society has its regimes of truth, its ‘general politics’ of truth: that is, the types of 
discourse which it accepts and makes function as true; the mechanisms and instances 
  
which enable one to distinguish true and false statements” (Foucault;Rabinow, 
1984;74).   
The UN and more specifically the human rights discourse is therefore not 
regarded as being negative, as they do not wish to “win” over someone or something 
metaphorically speaking, but rather spread what is logical and “true”. This illustrates 
that the UN is not to force their ideology to change Somali peoples perception of truth, 
but rather the regime of the production of truth, which means establishing the 
possibility of a new politics of truth, and manifesting their worldview as the only truth.        
One may therefore wonder what is true? Further question the actor’s interests 
since according to Foucault there is no right or wrong truth, so what is truth for one 
intellectual actor may not necessary be truth to another. Furthermore this dimension 
will open up for a further question for discussion, namely what position UN has in 
regards to the FGA discourse as a universal intellectual? At the same time Foucault 
stresses that the function of the particular intellectual needs to be reconsidered but not 
abandoned. However, the Foucauldian approach poses a possible answer to this 
question: The political actions lead by the UN that has been discourse is not only a 
strategic pawn used to lead the human rights discourse, but also the reason for why 
the discourse is carried out in the first place. In the discussion of who has 
“sovereignty” it is essential to notice that the discourse can only function on the basis 
of other already existing networks of power relations.  
Furthermore this opens up for the discussion about cultural dominance. 
Foucault criticizes the way modern societies regulate their population by sanctioning 
the knowledge assertions and practices of the human sciences, where certain norms 
are established and legitimized through practices, it is a way of administrating 
rationalized systems and social control (Sarup, 1993). Foucault also stresses that it is a 
tool and a body of knowledge where the reality is constructed (Foucault; Rabinow, 
1984). The most essential thing is that it is constructed concepts. ‘Power’ is 
legitimized through the tool of political and economic mechanism. Power can be 
ascribed through truth (Rabinow, 1984). The outcome will thereby also be a construct 
of the social setting it operates in. One could then argue that Somalia is under 
pressure even to some extent compromising their social and cultural values since, they 
achieve financial aid from the US. Even truth is constructed; it is a social construct, 
constructed in this case by the Somali people. Their reality is socially constructed, 
since it is a construct of shared knowledge, culture, values and meaning and operates 
  
in this way as the objective entity within their field (Petersen, Lecture 9:Critical 
realism, 2013).   
Considering the practice of FGA one could argue that what is regarded as 
“truth” by the UN might not be considered as “truth” by the Somali people, since their 
reality is different, hence the interviewee did not question FGA when they lived in 
Somalia, and had the practice done, one of the interviewees Mina Khtouri explains: 
“they haven’t seen another life, they practice the tradition because they don’t know of 
other cultures” (free translation, 2013) and because it thereby is the ‘right’ thing to do 
in their society, hence there are certain morals and values in their field in which they 
live by, this being their cultural capital and their habitus they carry with them.  
3.3.6 Dominance in disguises   
The UN human rights discourse is not solely determined by the UN, it is in 
collaboration with dominant countries such as the US being portrayed as a hegemony 
that the discourse is further derived from. In other words The US as a member of the 
UN is carrying out political actions as a result of the UN values they abide to. This is 
illustrated with the comparison between the US and Somalia. The US illustrates 
cultural dominance considering the Western discourse, their influence as a 
superpower it is therefore essential to take this factor into account when accounting 
for the dominance“the US foreign policy deems it essential for countries to adopt 
anti-fgm law before they receive financial assistance” (Rogers, 2013;108). However 
based on the interviewee’s statement it is clear that it is not a complete clash of 
culture, but there is rather an interplay between UN’s worldview and the Somali 
worldview, hence Somalia is bound to banish FGA as members of the African union 
(IRIN, 2013), but at the same time surveys show that FGA is still being practised 
(Desert Flower Foundation, 2013 – See appendix 1). Foucault stresses it is not 
possible for power to be exercised without knowledge, nor is it possible for power not 
to generate knowledge (Foucault;Sarup, 1993:74), but what knowledge? The 
knowledge of knowing that you have the right to health as a human being, and 
therefore should not be exposed to FGA? Or knowledge the other way around- 
knowledge of the tradition, of why these people practice this procedure? Power has 
two positions in this example. From the UN’s perspective, it is the power to replicate 
what they deem as knowledge, and from a Somali worldview the power to keep on 
practising the ritual.  
  
It does not make sense to banish female genital alteration, without being aware 
of or understanding the reasoning behind why these people practice FGC. If one does 
not understand the basic principle of the “opponent” then one cannot expect the 
concerned to stop the practice. Foucault uses Marshal de Saxe’s example, about 
erecting a building to illustrate this, he says: “it is not enough to have a liking for 
architecture. One must also know stone-cutting” (Foucault;Rabinow, 1984;183). By 
this being said it is essential to know the grounding principles and gain an 
understanding of the Somali people’s perception of their truth (reasoning behind 
exercising the practice) in order to show that one (UN) acts out of what is truth (for 
oneself) and thereby the (only) right/true way.  
Which further leads us to the understanding of power as something that is not 
centralized, but has different levels and goes both ways. Power is not repressive but 
productive. It is a social construct and so is truth. Power is not simply a property of 
the UN, power is rather exercised throughout the social body and is hereby produced 
and produces. However it does describe their dominance. This opens up for the 
question to what degree are they dominating? The UN are dominating in the sense 
that they are deeming human rights Universal, and that this has been adopted by 
Somalia on areas such as politic and also when considering the interviews, where the 
women mention that there are campaigns against FGA in Somalia, this is an indicator 
showing that their is a balance, as somalia has their own arguments for banning the 
practice stemming from the UN discourse. 
4. Conclusion 
The point of this project was to investigate the human rights discourse and language 
found in it, in the interplay with Somali local community values attached to FGA. 
With this we wanted to discover to what degree the Human Rights discourse 
illustrates elements of dominance over the values ascribed to FGA in Somalia. In 
order to embark on this investigation we took on a constructivist stance as we believe 
everything is socially constructed thereby shaping what is to be considered reality. 
Moreover, we used post-structuralism, which compliments constructivism in that they 
both more or less disentangle consolidated truths and structures found in society. 
Somali women in their local communities regard the practice of FGA as a result of 
history – a tradition embedded in Somali culture for centuries. In fact 98 percentages 
of women in Somalia are circumcised (Desert Flower Foundation, 2013). It is an 
  
important aspect in their self-understanding; the practice is a form of prevention of 
sexual intercourse before marriage, thereby assuring the women’s virginity. The 
celebration of FGA functions as a purifications-ceremony  – a mark from childhood to 
womanhood, this making them eligible for marriage. It was believed that FGA was 
founded on (Islamic) religious grounds, in order to guard the women’s moral and 
provide them with a value of uprightness during marriage, by assuring their virginity, 
hereby honouring their families.  
         Throughout the analysis Bourdieu’s concepts of ‘habitus’, ‘field’ and ‘cultural 
and social capital’ permitted us to examine the different understandings, perceptions 
and customs of the practice the Somali women articulate. The interviews conducted 
were examined through a poststructuralist outlook, along with the theoretical complex 
(concepts of habitus, field and capital) permitting us to comprehend various cultural 
values assigned to the practice of FGA. 
Moreover, the practice of female genital alteration was viewed as a symbolic mark in 
which women fully enter the life of the community (Pedersen; Lock & Farquhar, 
2007)  - establishing their social standing. A survey (1989) has indicated that there 
can be drawn a link between a woman's attitude towards the practice and her place of 
residence, education and work status. It showed that 80 percentages of women with 
little or no education support FGA, compared to 55 percentages of those with higher 
education (Demographic and Health Survey, Sudan., 1989/90).  Hence, urban women 
are less likely to support FGA; employed women are also less likely to support it. It 
varies with age, local and economic position (Pedersen; Lock & Farquhar, 2007). 
Hence, their understanding of the practice will be decided by their position in a social 
setting. 
         Through our interviewees, it was clear that our interviewees link FGA with the 
subjects regarding women’s sexuality. It is a general statement amongst them that the 
practice prevents sexual satisfaction, to some degree diminishing their dignity – 
adding to the discussion of a repressed sexuality. It was evident that our interviewees 
have their feet in both in a Western and Somali discourse, this making them hybrids 
of two cultures. Their habitus has undergone a change due to the exposure of different 
external surroundings. These changes derive from both a social anchoring in and an 
acceptance of the field and the familiarity with the new social setting. In fact, they 
have adopted anti-FGA attitudes in the sense that their social and cultural capital has 
acquired new anticipations for what is considered normative. They are even 
  
distancing themselves from the tradition. Their new field (founded on Western 
ideology) together with its habitus and social - and cultural capital has reformed the 
mentality of the Somali women, while influencing their habitus and social - and 
cultural capital. Also, it is evident that concurrently with the women receiving more 
courage and power to go against FGA, it is a reflection of the stances stemming from 
a Western Human Rights discourse. 
The banning of FGA due to its violation of the UN’s declaration of Human Rights 
imposes a number of consequences. The practice goes from being an empowerment of 
Somali women in the sense that she becomes eligible for marriage, material and 
economic wealth, to becoming an obstacle in regards to economic stability. 
  The United Nation argues in several reports that performing Female Genital 
Alteration violates the females human rights. This it does by taking away her right to 
physical and mental integrity, highest attainable standard of health, freedom from all 
forms of discrimination, freedom from torture, freedom from inhuman or degrading 
treatment and in severe cases, her right to life (Amnesty, 2013). We discovered  that 
FGA became a global issue concurrently with immigrants arriving to the west from 
countries where FGA is very much culturally embedded (WHO, 2013). Due to this, 
FGA became a highly prioritised agenda for the UN (EU DAPHNE PROJECT, 2005).  
The UN uses language as a tool for arguing against FGA. This is evident when 
studying the UN’s rhetoric. For instance the use of the term Female Genital 
Mutilation, which they use to describe the practice, implies that all the women having 
gone through this procedure have been mutilated. This stressing that there has been 
exercised severe damage on the female genitals, thereby taking away from the values 
some Somali women assign to FGA.  
Archeology allowed us to understand that these arguments found in the human rights 
discourse, which are based on value-laden knowledge, stem from a specific 
geographical region built on societal norms specific to that culture. This allowed us to 
better comprehend to what degree anti-FGA arguments can be considered universal. 
We found out that to a large degree these argument were not applicable universally. 
This was clear when we found out what cultural values are connected to FGA. These 
cultural findings gave a deeper insight into the importance of having this procedure 
done, both for the individual woman and her family. Moreover through our interviews 
and empirical material it was apparent that there were strong emotions attached to the 
practice, and that certain arguments from the human rights discourse could very well 
  
come across as offensive, and thereby in many cases be problematic to implement 
universally or more specifically in Somalia. We realised through our interviewees that 
they as Somali women have their own argument for banning FGA. The argument 
being that it has nothing to do with their religion. This argument  does not correlate 
with the human rights arguments, which are very much based on bio-medical 
reasoning. According to some of our interviewees there is an increase in anti-FGA 
campaign led by Somali women. This implying that there with time might be room 
for human rights in Somalia in regards to eradicating FGA. Also, according to many 
of our interviews, many Somali female activist even back up their argument with 
international human rights arguments.  
With the help of genealogy we ultimately found out that the human rights discourse is 
practically conditioning people in Somalia. This they do through the dissemination of 
their value-laden knowledge and moral codes, which are enforced through 
membership of the UN. The human rights discourse ability to change views on and 
behaviours in regards to FGA is a sign of dominance, culturally and ideologically 
speaking. Another example of this dominance is when powerful countries deny 
foreign aid to countries where FGA still takes place.  
 
For both Somali people and individuals living in the Western world, there are certain 
morals and values in their field in which they live by. This being their cultural capital 
and habitus, which is their reality in which truth is formed by their knowledge. This 
fact is expressed through the dichotomy: in the sense that the Western World base 
their knowledge on science, which is described throughout the project in regards to 
the UN banishing all kinds of alteration on the female genitalia. On the other hand the 
Somali people attach spirituality, values and norms to the practice. Which indicates 
that there is a conflict of ideological notions here, because who is to decide what is a 
wrong practice and an accepted practice? Foucault clarifies that truth is constructed, 
and since the concerned parties have different realities, they also have different truths. 
This is expressed in the interviews where the women say that they did not question 
the practice when they lived in Somalia, but first when they moved to Denmark. One 
of the interviewees Khtouri explains that she thinks it is understandable that the 
Somali people living in Somalia do not regard FGA as a wrong practise,  since many 
people in Somalia has not been introduced to other cultures. Moreover this lead to the 
discussion about dominance. According to Foucault power is not repressive but 
  
productive, the UN is therefore not forcing their ideology upon Somali peoples 
perception of truth directly and thereby not changing their reality directly, but rather 
through the regime of truth, which means manifesting the possibility of a new politics 
of truth in which establishing their ideology as the only truth.  
Truth and power are constructed concepts; here ‘power’ is legitimized through the 
tool of political and economic mechanisms, this is important when consolidating 
dominance. The UN is illustrating dominance as the operators within the human rights 
discourse view the rights as universal. The fact that the human rights declaration has 
been adopted by Somali politics  is a clear indicator of the UN’s dominance over 
social and cultural values in regards to the human rights discourse. This is also 
apparent in the interviews where the Somali women mention that there are campaigns 
against FGA in Somalia. Moreover we discovered that deeming Human Rights 
universal, implies that they are natural, when they in fact are socially constructed and 
culture geopolitically specific. 
 
4. Afterthoughts 
Looking in retrospect, in order to optimize the outcome of this project we could have 
added a more comprehended dimension of the gender roles in the Somali Culture. 
Perhaps how is a Somali woman regarded in her community from a Somali male 
perspective? Also what is her position in marriage and family-life besides FGA.  
By including Michael Foucault’s notion of the repressive hypothesis in his 
History of Sexuality (1979-1988), we could have analysed why FGA is so demonized 
from a Western stance on societal life and behaviour in relation to women’s sexuality 
and reproduction abilities. We could have carried out interviews with Somali men in 
local communities while trying to examine the values they ascribe to both their own 
sexuality and to the women’s. Also, we could investigate whether Somali men’s 
desire for sexual pleasure is valued over their women’s since a number of the Somali 
women interviewed expresses a decrease in sexual pleasure and arousal when 
undergone the practice of FGA. Are the women just viewed as an instrument which 
purpose is to carry on the legacy? Moreover, we could examine whether the practice 
should be banned when one of the central reasons why it is practiced, in the first place 
is to ensure the woman’s virginity - a pureness only meant for her future husband. It is 
  
a necessity for marriage and social standing. Hence do the Somali men help endorse 
the practice?  
Furthermore, an obstacle that was faced while writing this project was setting 
up the interviews; the idea was to compare the UN’s ideology with a local community 
in Somalia’s ideology and have several interviews within one local community in 
order to get a more representative picture of Somalis’ attitudes. We established an 
interview with Waris Dirie (UN ambassador women’s rights) however do to restraints 
in time we were not able to get her answers in time before the project’s deadline 
(Appendix 6). We have therefore instead used her statements from campaigns and 
website. The purpose of the interview was to seek to understand both her personal 
views and stances on the topic, in regards to her own experiences and also her 
professional stances. This would have elevated the analysis, and created more diverse 
arguments when discussing certain aspects of  Somali ideology. If we could have 
travelled to Somalia, researched, done field work and interviewed women considering 
their location/area, age, tribe, educational background, belief and social standing, the 
outcome would maybe have differed leading our project in the direction that we 
wished to. For instance, we were only able to get a hold of Somali women living in 
Denmark - hybrids of two cultures. They represent to a degree both cultures and 
norms. Therefore a misrecognition of Western cultural and ideological dominance is 
not detected in the first place by the Somali women living in Denmark, also the fact 
that they are members of Somaliland indicates their awareness of their rights and 
them adopting Western values. Their habitus changes in regards to FGA even though 
it has been practiced for centuries throughout history. Banning the practice and 
appointing it as a violation of UN’s declaration of human rights could have been 
endorsed with a dimension of the religious ground Somali culture is founded on. 
According to our interviews the women express that many Somalis all by themselves 
maybe realized that it has nothing to do with their religion thereby FGA would 
perhaps have changed to a certain degree by it self?  
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 6.2 Appendix 2 
The interview questions 
 
Spørgsmål til Somaliske kvinder som har været igennem FGC 
(Somaliland forening) 
  
1.  Navn 
2.  Alder 
3.  Fødested (hvornår kom du til Danmark?) 
4.  Beskæftigelse (hvad laver du til daglig?) 
5.  Er du omskåret? 
6.  Hvor gammel var du? 
7.  Kan du huske noget fra den alder? 
8.  Hvorfor blev du omskåret? 
9.  Er din mor omskåret (kender du andre der er?) 
10. Hvilke følelser fik du da du skulle omskæres? 
11. Har du haft nogle helbredskomplikationer efterfølgende? Hvis ja, hvilke? 
12. Hvilke værdier tillægger du traditionen? 
13. Er der en social konsekvens i tilfælde af man ikke bliver omskåret? 
14.Har du hørt om betegnelsen ¨lemlæstelse¨ i forbindelse med traditionen? virker den 
stødende? 
15. Ville du videreføre det til dine børn? 
16. Hvilke holdninger har du til, at det er ulovligt i vestlige lande (inkl. Danmark?) 
17. Evt. 
 
Questions translated from Danish to English (free translation) 
Questions for Somali women who have undergone FGC (Somaliland association). 
  
1.     Name 
2.     Age 
3.     Place of birth (When did you arrive to Denmark?) 
4.     Occupation (what do you do for a living?) 
5.     Are you circumcised? 
6.     How old are you? 
7.     Do you remember anything from that age? 
  
8.     Why were you circumcised? 
9.     Is your mother circumcised? (Do you know others who are?) 
10. What emotions were you experiencing when you were being circumcised? 
11. Have you had any health complications after? If yes, which? 
12. Would you pass on the practice to your children? 
13. Is there a social consequence if you do not undergo the practice? 
14. Have you heard the term FGM (Female Genital Mutilation) in relation to the practice? 
Is it offensive? 
15. What stances do you have to the fact that it is illegal in Western countries (incl. 
Denmark?) 
16. AOB. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
6.3.Appendix 3. 
 
Interview one 
Background of interviewee  
 
Mina Khoutri  (alias) 
Born in Somalia in Heregisa - Northern part.  
She came to Denmark in the late 80’s. Kom til dk i Slutningen af 86 
Today she is off work sick due to cancer. She is a certified radiographer and an 
educator for bilingual students.  
She has a 14-year-old daughter who is not genital altered. However, she underwent 
the practice herself when she was around 6-7 years by her brother.  
 
Social and cultural values ascribed to FGA 
 
At first she did not want to undergo the practice, she was not comfortable with her 
body because she was chubby. Therefore, she waited three months before undergoing 
the practice at the local hospital.  She felt pain when trying to walk afterwards.  
She ascribes values to the practice and puts an equal sign between the practice and 
virginity. Her mother and her community have also underwent FGA. 
It is still exercised in Somalia and it is a way of making a living. Others know identify 
it as being culturally embedded and anything else would we wrong.   
There a various complications as: many infections, cystitis and difficulties under 
menstruation. She argues that doctors can not do a lot about it since the practice entail 
stitching all up and around the genital area.   
She emphasizes that women do not have the same feeling during sexual intercourse. 
Also, she believes that the practice is a mutilation not belonging to the Somali rituals. 
She thinks it derives from the farao-period in Egypt and that they have been hand in 
over time explaining why it has been practised throughout in generations.  
After the civil war, refugees outside the country have experienced that there is not a 
culture for women undergoing FGA. It is better to inform and educate young people 
about sex and that it is important to wait till marriage before becoming sexual active.  
Lastly, she thinks it good that it is illegal to be genital altered in Denmark. She means 
that the problem lies in Africa where it stems from and not in Europe. She stresses the 
importance of creating alternative jobs so the genital altered women can make their 
living after a different matter. Since many do it so they can support their families.  
  
 
Interview two 
Background of interviewee  
 
She is 37 years old and born in Mogadishu. Arrived in Denmark 11 years ago and is 
a nurse. Alias: Fatima Abdellah.  
 
Social and cultural values ascribed to FGC 
 
She does not remember how old she was when she underwent FGC because she was 
so young. She explains that she was younger than what normal was when she received 
the procedure. She recalls the procedure being very popular and even goes so far to 
describe it as something fantastic. Children would speak to one another about FGC 
and children who were not cut were bullied. She wanted the procedure and asked her 
mother when she could receive the procedure but the mom said she was too young. 
She said it was something that hurt. She, the interviewee, responded that she would be 
fine. Her and her sister pressed the mom for circumcision and even cried. They did 
not want to be bullied by the other children. Her and her sister had another women 
convince their mother to let them undergo the procedure. She was circumcised shortly 
after and regretted it because it hurt. Luckily she was from the city and therefor she 
received anesthetized. She went through a lot of pain later on. She does not know of 
more people being cut today. She explains that people are understanding that it is not 
a part of Somali culture and that it stems from Egypt, also that it has nothing to do 
with religion. There is no use for it she explains. 
  
When the pain went over and time passed by she began to forget that she had 
undergone the procedure. However when she gave birth she was cut open a certain 
way that normal women are not. 
She wants to hold on to good Somali traditions but not FGC as its simply painful. She 
would not pass on the tradition. 
She respects the laws in Denmark and Europe in regards to the anti FGM laws. She 
says it goes against her religion and that it is ‘’haram’. She went to Somalia last year 
and she says people do not talk about it anymore and most people she knows stop 
FGC. Today people tease people who have had the procedure done. She wished for 
the Danish system to have some understanding for those parents who have their 
  
children undergo this procedure. She says that sending people to jail is not necessary 
and helpful, the parents are not criminal, they might not even know enough about the 
law. They should inform more so people are know better. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Interview 3. 
Background of interviewee  
Name: Meriam Hirsi 
Age: 45 
Born In Mogadishu and came to Denmark in 1993. 
She is a mother of four – two girls and two boys 
She herself is circumcised, and her mother is as well – she explains that the reason for 
this is because it is tradition. 
Her uncle, who have roots in Egypt wanted her to be circumcised. She explains that 
FGA has nothing to do with religion, but actually is from the Egypt culture. 
Her father was a strong advocate against the practice. 
Her daughters (age 15 and 16) have and will not be circumcised. 
 
 Social and cultural values ascribed to FGC 
She was around the age of  13-14 when she was circumcised. In the beginning she 
was happy and excided. 
 She remembers  a woman and a man coming to her house. She remembers seeing a 
lot of blood. She compares herself with a friend she had from yemen, who was 
circumcised the same day as her. She came and visited the her the day after she was 
circumcised, seeming perfectly healthy and fine, whereas she could not walk for a 
whole week. At this point she knew that something was ‘wrong’. 
Her friend has had the sunna version done, she had version4. 
Her Mother  and her mothers friends were very excited when she was circumcised, 
they gave her gifts and celebrated 
She was told by her mother that this was an important tradition, if you were not 
circumcised you would be perceived badly, and you would not get married. Her being 
circumcised was her mothers choice. 
  
She says the Somali women her age are all circumcised, but their children have not. 
She does not know anyone who has moved to Somalia to Circumcise their children. 
  
She has not had any complications due to the procedure, since the hygiene was proper 
and the man who circumcised her was an educated nurse. 
  
She thinks its good that It is illegal. Since it has nothing to do with religion. 
She thinks that the African women  in Denmark should be educated in why one 
should not circumcise their daughters, and that this project is important. Since a  lot of 
them does not know the dangers of the procedure. 
 
Interview 4. 
 
Background of interviewee  
 
  
The fourth interview is with 43-year-old women born in north Somalia, Somaliland, 
in the second largest city Hargeisa. 
She arrived in Denmark in the 1990’s. She is a project leader in a local environment 
center. alias: Sabrin Ahmed.  
 
Social and cultural values ascribed to FGC 
  
She had undergone the circumcision when she was approximately 10 to 11 years old. 
Her and her sister were both circumcised the same day. During the circumcision a lot 
of women were around and her mom was not pleased with her and her sister being 
circumcised. Mainly her father and his family wanted her to have the procedure done. 
Although the father wanted her to be circumcised, it had much to do with him being 
pressured by his family, his mother in particular. 
She had the Sunna version done to her, the milder version of FGA while she was in 
Kuwait. Yet there are some discrepancies in the description of the actual procedure 
she underwent. She said she was sewed together which according to our research 
describes the more severe version of FGA. Furthermore she said she was anesthetized 
during the procedure and that she does not have any negative associations with it 
during that time. This also had to do with the fact that all her friend was also going 
through it. The reasons for having this done according to her have to do with tradition 
and culture and it was in the best interest for her future. It meant having better 
chances at being married and thereby also being happy. 
At one point she mentions that people would look down at you if you did not have the 
procedure done and that shame would be cast upon her family had she not undergone 
FGA. Moreover she mentions another consequence would be that her father would 
not receive his dowry. She goes on to explaining how her mom was educated thereby 
her generation was against FGA and actively fought against it. She talks about how 
when receiving ones menstruation that the pain is double that of a female who has not 
been cut. She did not personally have complications or infections, which she says has 
to do with her receiving the milder version.  She said that the culture around FGA 
gradually began changing, here she comes with an example of how females, before 
marriage are opened a week before marriage. A gynecologist had opened her a week 
before her marriage. However after her first child she was sowed back together but 
she felt lucky, as her birthmother was there during this process. This was a good thing 
  
according to her as it was the same women who had given her the procedure when she 
was young; thereby she was familiar with it. She does not connect any values to the 
procedure; it’s just a tradition being passed on through the culture. She felt strongly 
about never circumcising her children. She said most people in Somalia today now 
agree and know that it has nothing to do with religion (Islam). Which is one of the 
central arguments against the practice. She thinks its good that there are laws against 
FGA in Europe. When it was legalized in Denmark she says women received more 
power to say no to FGA. The practice is illegal in north Somalia but she’s not sure 
about the rest of the country. Campaigns are being promoted in Somaliland against 
FGC. A lot of women in Somalia have fought against this practice. They would use 
bio-medical arguments as proof against the practice. She believes that some of the 
women’s arguments against FGC stem from foreign countries and that it is Western 
human rights, which is the reason for FGC dying out in Somalia. 
  
She believes the word mutilation describes the reality of the procedure and that the 
term is justified. She believes that the procedure harms something that is so naturally 
beautiful. She says many Somalis are tired of Somalia being compared to FGC. She 
does not believe there would have been consequences if she did not receive the 
procedure. Although during the 80’s there could have been social consequences. 
Lastly she thinks that the procedure done to her was an action of love. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
6.4 Appendix 4: 
See the attached CD. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
6.5 Appendix 5. 
 
Abstract 
Israe Bahta 
Naama Daoudi 
M’Barka Daoudi 
Zachery Noriega Ibsen 
Roskilde University 
4th semester project 
 
 
This project investigates the UN human rights discourse and the language, knowledge 
and values attached. We wish to investigate the language embedded in discourse in 
relation to the practice and how it might influence the values and norms assigned to 
FGA in local communities in Somalia. Additionally through the project we are 
interested in looking at the dichotomies expressed subconsciously through language 
originating from a human rights discourse based on a Western epistemology and 
ontology.  
Furthermore, we are interested in discovering how and through which 
mechanisms such knowledge and values are legitimized and are possibly showing 
signs of dominance. Moreover, we wish to investigate what cultural and social values 
the practice FGA symbolizes for women and their local communities in Somalia. We 
want to gain an insight in the aspects of social life based on fundamental perceptions 
of how it is organised and how people practice their traditions. This is done by 
examining how values and norms are understood in the social setting they are 
displayed in, while indicating what are considered ’normative’ expectations.   
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
  
6.6. Appendix 6. 
	  
From:	  mbarka.daoudi@hotmail.com	  
To:	  office@desertflowerfoundation.org	  
Subject:	  RE:	  AW:	  AW:	  Roskilde	  University	  
Date:	  Wed,	  4	  Dec	  2013	  11:45:05	  +0100	  
	  
Hi	  Sophie,	  	  
I	  have	  now	  edited	  the	  questions	  making	  them	  more	  specific.	  I	  have	  
attached	  5	  questions,	  I	  hope	  Waris	  can	  take	  a	  look	  at	  as	  soon	  as	  
possible.	  We	  are	  suppose	  to	  hand	  in	  the	  project	  in	  a	  week.	  
Therefore,	  I	  truly	  hope	  she	  can	  assist	  us	  considering	  the	  short	  
timeframe.	  Please	  confirm	  receiving	  this	  mail.	  Thank	  you	  in	  
advance	  
	  
Best	  Regards	  
M'Barka	  Daoudi	  	  	  	  
	  
	  
From:	  office@desertflowerfoundation.org	  
To:	  mbarka.daoudi@hotmail.com	  
Subject:	  AW:	  AW:	  Roskilde	  University	  
Date:	  Tue,	  3	  Dec	  2013	  12:33:22	  +0000	  
	  
Dear	  M´Barka, 
	   
Sorry	  fort	  he	  late	  reply,	  is	  not	  easy	  to	  get	  in	  touch	  with	  Miss	  
Demisse.	  I	  will	  try	  to	  ask	  the	  interview	  questions	  by	  phone. 
And	  please	  Mrs.	  Daoudi,	  these	  are	  too	  many	  questions	  for	  both	  oft	  
hem	  to	  answer. 
As	  we	  have	  many	  requests	  we	  have	  to	  limit	  the	  interview	  questions	  
to	  5. 
  
	   
Thank	  you	  very	  much	  for	  your	  understanding. 
Kindest	  greetings, 
	  Sophie 
 
Von: M'Barka Daoudi [mailto:mbarka.daoudi@hotmail.com] 
 Gesendet: Montag, 02. Dezember 2013 22:44 An: 
DesertFlower Betreff: RE: AW: Roskilde University 
  
Hi	  again, 
I	  would	  like	  to	  know	  if	  you	  have	  received	  the	  questions?	   
We	  are	  a	  bit	  in	  time-­‐pressure	  and	  hope	  to	  hear	  from	  you	  in	  
regards	  of	  answering	  the	  questions	  attached	  as	  soon	  as	  
possible.	  Thank	  you	  in	  advance. 
Kind	  regards 
M'Barka	  Daoudi 
	  
From:	  mbarka.daoudi@hotmail.com	  To:	  
office@desertflowerfoundation.org	  Subject:	  RE:	  AW:	  Roskilde	  
University	  Date:	  Fri,	  22	  Nov	  2013	  12:49:45	  +0100 
Hi	  Sophie, 
  
First	  and	  foremost,	  I	  can't	  express	  enough	  how	  gratitude	  my	  
group	  and	  I	  are	  for	  you	  guys	  taking	  time	  off	  from	  your	  
schedules	  and	  offering	  us	  help.	  Thank	  you	  so	  much! 
We	  have	  prepared	  a	  number	  of	  interview	  questions	  (attached	  
in	  this	  mail),	  we	  would	  like	  for	  Waris	  Dirie	  to	  take	  a	  look	  at	  
while	  trying	  to	  reply	  them.	  Also,	  we	  have	  attached	  a	  separate	  
document	  for	  Miss	  Senait	  Demisse,	  we	  are	  very	  much	  
interested	  and	  looking	  forward	  to	  hear	  from	  you.	  Thank	  you	  
once	  again, 
Kind	  regards,	   
M'Barka	  Daoudi	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